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Preface

This edited volume is in large part the product of an international conference titled 
“Failing Identities, Schools and Migrations. Teaching in Trans(National) Constellations”, 
which we held from 26-28 October 2018 at the University of Bremen. The volume 
includes revised and updated forms of many of the presentations at the conference but 
also take up several new contributions that fit especially well. 

At the conference, scholars from many different nation-state contexts discussed how 
education in general and teacher education in particular can and should be re-thought 
in a global migration society. Stimulating and sometimes controversial discussions took 
place among representatives from a range of education scientific research traditions, 
experienced pedagogical practitioners and, not least, various perspective of scholars 
from several academic generations and different regions of the world. The participants 
unanimously agreed that the ideas for these discussions, which even led to the 
establishment of a now active research network for racism-critical school pedagogy in 
the German-speaking space, should also be made available to the broader international 
public. This edited volume has now achieved that goal.

A two-year process that was instructive, inspiring and fruitful for everyone involved 
now concludes with the publication of this volume, full of different voices. This is 
certainly a reason for us to express our heartfelt thanks to everyone whose generous 
support has enabled us to realise this international publication project. 

As the editors, we would first like to thank Stiftung Mercator for its financial support 
and the long-standing, productive cooperation that was not limited to planning and 
carrying out the conference. A research project on pedagogical professionalism in the 
migration society preceded the conference and was also funded by Stiftung Mercator. 

We would also like to thank the German Research Foundation (DFG), whose support 
enabled us to invite renowned international experts to the conference. 

Our gratitude goes to Dr. Anna Aleksandra Wojciechowicz (now at the University of 
Potsdam) and Dr. Aysun Doğmuş (now at the Helmut Schmidt University Hamburg), who 
made important contributions to the research projects that preceded the conference 
and in the early phases of the preparatory work. The success of the conference is due 
to their hard work. 

Last but not least, we want to thank our student assistants Bettina Hauke, Nora 
Keykan, Ana Rovai, Holger Steffen and Moritz vom Ende for their sense of personal 
responsibility and creativity as well as their dedicated and reliable support of the work 
on this publication. 

We hope that readers find many stimulating ideas in these pages and look forward 
to feedback as well as to many more discussions with everyone interested in this 
fundamental change in schools and teacher education – changes that ensure they take 
the realities of migration and transnationality into account. 

Bremen and Bielefeld, March 2021

The editors



6

Lydia Heidrich, Yasemin Karakaşoğlu, Paul Mecheril, and Saphira Shure
Schools and teacher education challenged by 
transnational constellations. An introduction

Abstract

This introductory chapter presents general lines of thought that guided the 
compilation of the contributions of this volume. The idea of ‘challenge’ from the 
title of this chapter sets the tone, as this introduction will outline the challenges 
that both global and local contradictory conditions represent for schools and the 
education of teachers, which are closely linked fields. Perspectives focus on the 
world growing closer together in viral, climatic, political, economic and cultural 
processes of globalisation, and their significance and impact on the national 
constitution of schools as a central institution of formal education which exists 
almost everywhere in the world. The chapter then discusses pedagogical 
concepts that claim to adequately take into account transnational and migratory 
processes of change. Finally, it concludes with some suggestions for a further 
discussion of schools and teacher education in transnational relations of 
contemporary migration societies. 

1 Opening remarks

The world is drawing closer together in terms of communication and transportation 
technologies, and local events are giving rise to trans-local effects. This link has gained 
great, sometimes even threatening, but always differentially threatening significance on 
the global scale. The nation-state is thus no longer the unquestioned point of reference 
for individual and collective ways of life.

This becomes particularly clear when looking at the deep economic, ecological, medial, 
toxicological, social, political, technological and cultural entanglements of the various 
regions, nation-states and continents of the world. The process of transnationalising the 
social world is progressing not solely, but also, due to intensive migration movements 
(Katigbak, 2020; Pries, 1999). This transnationalisation is not completely negating the 
nation-state as a reference point for state and intellectual actions, but the importance 
of the nation-state is decreasing significantly and taking on other forms. Pedagogy 
and education are also affected by this. The unquestionably legitimate dominance of 
the orientation on nation-states and thus the fixation on national contexts, which are 
considered a matter of course, as a presupposition for perspectives on school education 
is challenged by transnational realities and perspectives. In this edited volume, the 
contributions examine how this problem can be seen in various regions and national 
contexts and traditions, and the ways in which the problem can be addressed at the level 
of school education, teacher education and the corresponding discourses in differing 
national and social contexts. 

As the editors of this volume, we are conscious of the situatedness, as described by 
Haraway (1988), of our perspectives and our knowledge, whereby this consciousness 
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also remains relative to our situation. Our reflections arise from particular knowledge 
traditions and are presumably enabled and supported by these specific traditions. 
This then gives rise to a double bias: on the one hand our reflections are a result of 
certain prevalent epistemological concepts (including ‘Bildung’, a German notion that 
cannot be translated easily), and on the other hand these reflections are themselves 
framed by the way our thinking is embedded in particular empirical reference spaces. 
For example, when we speak of ‘school’, then we think of certain school conditions and 
ignore others based on our experiences, literature, discourses and our own research 
projects, and this bias might be ‘unintentional’ or not always entirely evident to us. 
Discourses, perspectives that are taken as axiomatic, terminology, theory traditions 
and historical as well as current empirical issues that are predominant in the German 
and English language educational sciences can also direct our focus, sometimes even 
counter to our intentions. For this edited volume, as well as the conference “Failing 
Identities, Schools and Migrations” (October 2018, University of Bremen) on which it is 
based, we deliberately sought out perspectives on teacher and school education from 
various national and continental contexts. This edited volume is truly more than the 
sum of its parts. The ‘self-evident facts’ brought in by habits of thinking, perceiving and 
knowing are relativised and problematised in reference to each other. The chapters of 
this volume therefore form a cross-, or even trans-contextual unit which – at least this 
was our intention – allow us to recognise the specific context and situatedness of each 
contribution, including this introduction.

2 Nation-state and belonging

Nation-states as “imagined communities” (Anderson, 1983, p. 6) and the state 
organisations that create them are of global significance in a variety of diachronic and 
synchronic forms (Bielefeld, 2008; Goldberg, 2002, 2009; Lentin & Lentin, 2006). This 
is the case even though the idea of the nation as an ordering, regulating principle of 
societal structure is still relatively new: it was not until the late 19th century that many 
nation-states arose in Europe. This form of order prevailed worldwide, although neither 
its origin nor the current structures are globally uniform, but instead have taken on 
different forms based on regional and local as well as political, administrative and 
economic conditions (for further details see Hobsbawm, 1990). 

With its historical beginnings in Europe, the nation-state as a political principle was 
ultimately exported as an expression of a ‘modern social order’ (see amongst others 
Mamdani, 2001). This is – with all its contradictions – both an expression of colonial 
power relations and a reference point for global emancipatory processes in which a 
large part of the world was able to free itself from colonial rule. Even processes of 
decolonisation, however, took place largely against the backdrop of claims to nation-
statehood (Chatterjee, 1986). Yet the nation-state’s claim to universal validity did not 
go uncontested. In her article “Why the nation-state is wrong for Africa”, Amira Kheir 
(2010) calls the concept of the nation-state an “inherited system” that is an “exogenous 
model of governance carried on from European occupation”. Furthermore, Kheir (2010) 
states “[t]his is an inheritance that is often overlooked as a norm and that is taken for 
granted as the natural and certain structure of governance: The nation-state”.

The history of the European nation-state formation (Schulze, 2004) can be understood 
not solely, but also as a history and story of civic emancipation in which individuals’ 
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identity and rights were granted (if not practically then at least rhetorically) not on the 
basis of their class but on their status of belonging to a particular nation. 

At the same time, a hallmark of the democratic nation-state is the contradiction 
between the claimed equality of all citizens and the actual inequalities among them (see 
for example Yuval-Davis, 1997). After all, the nation-state’s principal of inclusion goes 
hand in hand with new forms and mechanisms of exclusion. Democratic nation-states 
can be seen to have a paradoxical structure in that they are characterised by the idea of 
universality (of human dignity and equality), and yet at the same time grant significant 
priority to a specific ‘We’, that is, the citizens of the state (for more on this democratic 
paradox, see Benhabib, 2006). When emphasising the general public interests that are, 
or are deemed to be, relevant in a nation-state’s structures, the concept of a community 
that is both imaginary and exclusionary becomes dominant. Over the course of time, 
various practices of unification and constructs of belonging were used to define the 
borders of the nation-states. In line with Hobsbawm (1990), starting around the 1880s 
one can begin to see the dominance of ethnic and linguistic criteria for nations: “in 
the consequence of […] [the] multiplication of potential ‘unhistorical’ nations, ethnicity 
and language became the central, increasingly the decisive or even the only criteria of 
potential nationhood” (Hobsbawm, 1990, p. 102).

For a nation-state defined in this way, a binary concept of belonging is required that 
differentiates between those who belong and those who do not. The sense of primacy 
felt by some members of the nation-state’s ‘imagined community’ (seen, for example, 
in the exclusion of non-citizens from the ‘privilege’ of voting in national elections1) is 
taken for granted, and this must also be accompanied by an imagining of the Other. 
Alana and Ronit Lentin (2006) describe how this imaginative conception was supported 
(pseudo-)scientifically by race2 theories:

So too, the success of a racialized vision of the nation, made up of individuals with a 
common heritage and shared destiny, made it necessary to order populations, sorting 
between insiders and outsiders, between us and them. The scientific legitimation 
that came with racial science by the mid-nineteenth century led to a perfect marriage 
between science and politics, uniting theory and practice in the body of the modern, 
rational, territorially-bound and unified nation-state. (p. 5) 

In this context, Lentin and Lentin also refer to the works of David Theo Goldberg 
(2002, 2009), who examines various social contexts with regard to the meaning of race 
as it is used as a principle to structure these contexts. In his analyses, he elucidates 
different manifestations that continually change through space and time, enabling him 
to map out the global importance of race for shaping social structures and practices, 
even statehood itself. When it comes to the relationship between the nation and 
racial constructs, he emphasises that “nation has both a conceptual and social history 
intersecting with that of race” (Goldberg, 1993, p. 78). The link between the idea of 
nation and the construct of race has its roots in the phantasm of ‘We’ that is emphasised 
in national matters, claiming for itself a priority of unquestioned legitimacy over the 
‘non-We’ since it unavoidably goes hand in hand with the devaluation of those who do 
not belong.

1 Brubaker (1992) speaks of the axiomatic status of nationalism in the modern state (p. 28).
2  We are aware of the fact that in Anglophone regions the term race is commonly used in official contexts (like the US census) to 

designate groups (Native Americans, African Americans, Asian Americans, and Caucasians, for instance, whose designations are 
subject to historical changes; on this, see Mahiri, 2021) as well as for analysis in the social sciences. Race-related categories are 
also used either to categorise groups or as self-designators by groups. By italicising this we aim at expressing a certain unease 
about the casual use of the term race as it is the product and central conceptual instrument of racism.
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From this perspective, race can be described as a “foundational code” (Goldberg, 
2008, p. 4) of social institutions, thus also including schools as well as their structures 
and practices (Steinbach, Shure, & Mecheril, 2019). In “The Racial State”, Goldberg (2002) 
speaks of a “racial definition of the apparatus, the projects, the institutions” arising from 
the “racial conception of the state” (p. 24) which he derived. As an idea of the unifying 
and standardising national identity, this “racial conception” also rests on aspects that 
vary according to the historical and regional context and can include the assumption of 
a common language and/or common ‘ethnic’ heritage and/or belief in a history shared 
by all members of the ‘imagined community’.3 

It is the element of imagination that enables the feeling of belonging to and loyalty 
to a certain nation-state due to a shared language, ‘ethnic’ background or common 
history to be reinforced with upbringing and education, thereby contributing to the 
nation’s manifestation. The relationship between the nation-state and schools can be 
shown particularly incisively using the example of language. The nation-state derives 
its stability from raising and educating individuals, turning them into subjects in state 
institutions (Walby, 2003). Striving for national solidarity is not expressed through an 
emphasised importance on the national language(s) of communication in all nation-
state contexts, but certainly in the context of school and lessons (regarding Germany, 
see Fend, 2009; Wenning, 1999). Conversely, it was not until schooling was made 
compulsory that a common language understood as the national language could 
develop in the territory claimed by the nation-state. Before schooling was compulsory, 
there was no single national language, as this was simply impossible (see Hobsbawm, 
1990). Current academic analyses also point out the continued effect of schools as an 
institution of unification due to their reinforcing of the natio-racial-cultural4 ‘We’ that 
refers to national principles and interests shared by the society (for Germany see Dirim 
& Mecheril, 2018; zur Nieden & Karakayalı, 2016; for UK see Shain, 2013; for Turkey see 
Ceyhan, 2016; current contributions on further national contexts can be found in this 
volume). Along with this, it has been noted that the nation-state, and with it the state 
schools, are undergoing crisis (Machold, Messerschmidt, & Hornberg, 2020). This is 
the case because increasing global patterns of movement linked to globalisation, neo-
liberalism and global inequalities question the legitimacy of borders, which can also be 
understood as boundaries that limit open access to education.

3  Migration and the nation-state – questions of borders and 
belonging

Movements of people across borders have taken place almost everywhere and in 
every historical era. Migration is a universal human activity. In this sense, it exhibits a 
dimension relating to time and space, as Castles (2000) points out: “migration means 
crossing the boundary of a political or administrative unit for a certain minimum period” 
(p. 269). Although human history as a whole can be seen as a history of migration, 
current migration flows are particularly significant, for nation-states, institutions and 
individuals. At no point in history were so many people worldwide prepared to migrate, 
compelled to migrate due to environmental disasters, (civil) wars, and other threats, 

3  On the effects of the racialising link among language, ethnicity and nation for excluding national minorities using the educational 
system, see the example of the Kurds in Turkey (on this, see İnce, 2017).

4  The expression natio-racial-cultural (in German ‘natio-ethno-kulturell’, see Mecheril, 2003, pp. 118-251) refers on the one hand 
to the fact that the concepts of nation, ethnicity, race, and culture are often used in a diffuse and undifferentiated way, both in 
research and everyday communication. On the other hand, this term reflects the fact that concepts of nation, ethnicity, race, and 
culture are manifested formally in laws and regulations, materially through border controls and identity documents, and also 
socially through symbolic practices that generate blurred meanings and ambiguous outcomes that are subsequently used for 
political ends (for more detail see Mecheril, 2018).
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and able to shift their location of work and daily life across great distances thanks to 
technological changes that mitigate the limits of space and time: we are living in an 
“age of migration” (Castles & Miller, 2009). In recent times, cross-border movements of 
people have attained a particular significance for individuals and societies worldwide. 
This is connected to at least three main factors:

(a) Migration increases with the proliferation of modern ideas about what human beings 
are or should be and vice versa. The characteristically ‘modern’ idea of the right to self-
determination is increasing in importance due to migration phenomena. Migration can 
be understood as the attempt in a very basic sense to change one’s own life with regard 
to geographical, ecological, political, and cultural location, and it thus serves as a model 
of a modern lifestyle – with all of its ambivalences, illusions, and questionable incidental 
consequences. 

(b) Migration increases, to put it in general terms, with global inequalities and the 
awareness and experience of injustice. Due primarily to the brutality of modern warfare 
on account of its weapons technologies, the uneven distribution of poverty and wealth 
in the world, and varying degrees of ecological change and the associated destruction of 
natural resources, the intensity of global inequality is growing. Given this manifestation 
of inequality, the total number of people living in this world, and given the spread of 
global knowledge (increasing representation of the world in people’s minds through 
information technologies such as television and computers), global maladjustment and 
inequality has never been so pronounced as in the present.

(c) The modification of time and space: the temporal and spatial ‘shrinking’ of the world 
due to technological developments in transport and communications is characteristic 
of the present, particularly with regard to economic resources. This is significant for 
people’s understanding and perception of themselves and their opportunities in this 
world of transformed time and space relations. Furthermore, this facilitates movements 
across borders, or at least encourages attempts to cross borders. 

The social significance of the crossing of borders is not simply given, but rather 
generated in complex processes in which social reality is affirmed, negotiated, and 
changed. Phenomena of crossing borders have long been and are currently significant 
drivers of societal change and modernisation. The consequences of movements that 
cross, constitute, and weaken borders can be studied and understood as phenomena 
in which new knowledge, experiences, languages, and perspectives are introduced into 
different social contexts and orders, which have to be rearranged and revised in turn. 
From this perspective, migrants can be seen as social actors who bring new knowledge, 
experiences, languages and different perspectives to a variety of social contexts and 
thereby contribute to social development. As a result, they also challenge the stability 
of beliefs, worldviews, and nation-oriented paradigms.

However, migration as the act of crossing borders goes hand in hand with the 
transformation and confirmation of existing conditions. Thus, in any political and 
broader societal discussion about migration, one of the key questions is how a given 
imaginary (such as ‘the West’), national (for instance, Indonesia) or supranational social 
unit (like the EU) defines (or even defends) its borders and how it deals with difference 
and inequality within those borders. Migration calls borders into question (Hess & 



11 Lydia Heidrich, Yasemin Karakaşoğlu, Paul Mecheril, and Saphira Shure | Schools and teacher education challenged by transnational constellations. An introduction

Kasparek, 2017). Not only territorial borders are meant, but also, and more importantly, 
symbolic borders which define belonging. Migration also questions individual, social and 
societal belonging. This is not only true for the sense of belonging or exclusion felt by 
‘newcomers’ and migrants, but must be understood in a wider sense that encompasses 
also those who consider themselves ‘natives’. The question of belonging, of how ‘we’ 
want to live relates to all and thereby affects a fundamental aspect of social cohesion. 
Discourses concerning ‘migration’, ‘immigrants’, ‘multi-culturalism’, for example, are 
therefore not least an emotional matter and as such are always highly ideologised and 
politicised.

Borders, such as those of nation-states, become visible in a particular way as they are 
crossed; they become weak and modified while at the same time their power and claim 
to validity is reinforced. Migration is the object of discourses and the subject of political 
and societal conflicts. The term discourse is particularly meaningful here, as migration 
does not simply happen as the physical movement of bodies. Rather, phenomena 
arising from the crossing of borders are generated by discourses (on the concept of 
discourse see Foucault, 1969/1973), understood here as socially constructed systems 
of knowledge and understanding. It is these very discourses that label migration 
politically, aesthetically, educationally and in the everyday life of a specific national 
unit for example as forced migration, illegal migration, as labour migration or simply 
as mobility. While this kind of ‘sorting’ can be defined as the outcome of hierarchical 
orders, it also has effects on how migrants belonging to one or another group are 
granted access to the education system in a given national context. 

When looking at this, we must also consider that there are states around the world 
whose founding myths and understanding of themselves as a nation are based in 
various ways on border-crossing migration. While ‘classic’ immigration states such as 
the USA, Canada and Australia have declared migration to be a constituting moment, 
an identity-creating ‘conjunctive space of experience’ (as meant by Karl Mannheim) 
for the multi-ethnic and multi-cultural nation in the process of being founded,5 in 
other nation-states, migration is not only politically undesirable, but its relevance 
for important changes in society is ignored, for example for a long period of time in 
Germany (Heckmann & Schnapper, 2003) or in Japan until the end of the 20th century 
(Hollifield & Sharpe, 2017). No matter which role is assigned to migration in national 
myths (‘We are all migrants’ vs. ‘We are not migrants’), the principle of the nation-state 
requires a differentiation between ‘We’ and ‘not-We’ in order to justify legitimacy based 
on belonging and thus also a right to claim state protection and benefits. 

Especially in light of the global migration society, we must take a critical look at 
the nation-state and the idea of a nation or a national community as the central point 
of reference for today’s schools (understood both as an institution and as a social or 
pedagogical practice). Where the nation-state is used unquestioningly as an entity and 
a reference point for explaining certain phenomena, we can speak of methodological 
nationalism. The term “methodological nationalism” (Wimmer & Glick Schiller, 2002) is 
used to criticise those studies and ways of thinking that apply the concept of the nation 
as a matter of course. They use it as a ‘natural’ category for analysing, structuring 
and describing social aspects, thus thinking of society exclusively and automatically 
as a nation or nation-state. In light of the importance of transnational migration, 
equating society with the nation-state does not provide convincing descriptions of the 
transformation of current global conditions or of the conditions in nation-states. 

5  For example, see the Canadian model of multiculturalism by Taylor (1994) and Rex’s thoughts (1995) on ethnic identities in 
nation-states with respect to the USA, Canada and Australia.
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Society’s significant transnational and global dimensions and the related foundational 
transformation of many aspects of society is thus a serious challenge for school 
traditions whose explicit or ‘secret’ task lies primarily in preserving and reproducing the 
nation. The subject of interest that links the chapters in this volume is thus the extent 
to which processes of transnationalisation are leading to a changed understanding of 
school and the education of teachers. 

To the extent to which questioning the national ‘We’ as a consequence of migration 
arises as a crisis of the legitimacy and functioning of the schools, which are legitimised 
by the nation-state or are at least bound to that state in their policies (Tröhler, 2020), this 
is also a crisis of teacher education. After all, in their education, teachers are prepared 
for their task as a key actor in interpreting and carrying out state policy in the task 
of upbringing and education in schools (see Banks, 2017; Karakaşoğlu & Vogel, 2019; 
Machold, Messerschmidt, & Hornberg, 2020; Pushpanadham, 2020).

4 Transnational perspectives 

As early as the 1990s, transnationalism was discussed in the social sciences as a new 
analytical perspective (see Glick Schiller, Basch, & Szanton Blanc, 1992). The many 
different theoretical approaches are more or less united in describing transnational 
as those social relationships, identifications, educational pathways, communication 
channels and economic modes that are established across nation-state borders and 
include both migrants and non-migrants in two or more nation-states (Nieswand, 2011, 
p. 32; see also Adick, 2018). Taking a transnational perspective, forms of the social are 
emerging in which geographic-physical spaces and social spaces are entangled, not least 
due to the migration of individuals. Social spaces open up that make everyday contexts 
of life able to be experienced across borders and in multiple locations. Transnational 
phenomena can be seen between and beyond the borders of the nation-state.

With regard to migration, a transnational perspective reminds us that migration 
cannot exclusively be conceptualised in the mode of immigration, that is, a form of 
immigration into a ‘container’-like nation-state which is meant to be then the place of 
integration. People who live in transnational spaces have significant ties with several 
national contexts at the same time. “Transmigrants take actions, make decisions, and 
feel concerns, and develop identities within social networks that connect them to two 
or more societies simultaneously” (Glick Schiller, Basch, & Blanc-Szanton, 1992, pp. 
1-2). This simultaneous belonging to two or more national contexts – which cannot be 
expressed in the simplistic, cut and dried language of the assimilation and integration 
approaches to migration – necessarily has implications for the kind of identity which 
typifies transmigrants. “Within their complex web of social relations, transmigrants 
draw upon and create fluid and multiple identities grounded both in their society of 
origin and in the host societies” (Glick Schiller, Basch, & Blanc-Szanton, 1992, p. 11). 

While the experience of change from one national system to another one is central to 
the classic model (‘immigration’, ‘integration’), the main characteristic of transmigratory 
experiences is that change itself, oscillation between two or more nation-states, either 
de facto or imagined movement from one context of belonging to another one, becomes 
the main form of existence. The term ‘transnational’ refers to the social, material and 
subjective realities which take shape and are generated during migration processes, 
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and which differ from traditional, national contexts. Unlike ‘classic’ approaches to 
migration, it does not emphasise the unidirectionality of migratory phenomena.

In their diverse explorations of the transnational variety of social life, especially in the 
context of learning, the scholars and researchers in this edited volume are contributing 
to a richer, more varied and more detailed perspective on education and school that 
makes explicit the institutions’ continued effective reference to national categories, 
thereby offering them up for critical reflection. It is about using the perspective of 
migration and transnationality to fundamentally question the national paradigms in 
schools and teacher education and the way in which these paradigms are taken as 
given. When looking in particular at the constellations of migration(s), school and the 
nation-state, the focus of the discussion should not be placed primarily on migrants 
and their paths, actions or attitudes. Instead, it is about researching the global 
interconnectedness and entanglements – each embedded in their specific national 
and global social power and hierarchical relationships – and the country-specific and 
transnational structures and contextual conditions of schools and teacher education. 
The volume therefore draws attention primarily to the migration-societal composition 
of the respective national context and of its systems of teacher education and schooling 
– and not to the migrants themselves. 

5 Teaching in transnational constellations within nation-states 

If schools are to be understood based on their historical function as a kind of tool 
for consolidating national order and identity, a function which is often still effective 
in the present, then teachers are given the task of not only maintaining the identity-
creating narsrative, but also continuing to develop it across national, class, gender or 
generational boundaries. After all, they are usually entrusted with the particular task 
of state education (usually as civil servants), which includes familiarising pupils with 
the division of the world and social life in national and nation-state categories with the 
help of textbooks and corresponding knowledge (‘life in France’, ‘the capital of Peru’, 
‘the people in India’, or similar). Teachers, additional pedagogical personnel, teaching 
and learning materials and in-class practices present a certain natio-racial-cultural ‘We’ 
to the pupils (our country, our history, our language) that can only be constituted by 
differentiating it from the ‘not-We’. Metaphorically, the “thread of the nation” (Duval, 
2016, trans. by authors) continues to be woven in the school structures and practices, in 
part by schools functioning as places of subjectification in the ‘imagined community’ of 
the nation and not only teaching children that Germany, for example, exists (as a country, 
a tradition), but making children into Germans who differentiate themselves from non-
Germans. In Germany, examples of this can be seen in the separate organisational 
structures found in many places (for example ‘German learning classes’; see Füllekruss 
& Dirim, 2020) and in more or less subtle practices of teachers addressing ‘migrantised’ 
pupils and suggesting that they view themselves as a German or a foreigner, as ‘limited 
in their language’ or having ‘normal language abilities’ (Flores & Rosa, 2015; Ivanova-
Chessex & Steinbach, 2017; Rose, 2012). The nation-state development of educational 
institutions is linked to a series of specific symbols, ideas, national perspectives of 
historical events (with an emphasis on some facts while ignoring others), expectations 
of normality and thus exclusion practices. “The normal”, wrote Judith Butler (2014) on 
the school context, “is very often derived from the national norm, which sometimes 
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quite explicitly punishes those who do not conform to its ideals” (p. 178). With the 
increasing movement of people across national borders, movements that are not only 
restricted to short periods of time (Castles, de Haas, & Miller, 2015; Oltmer, 2012), 
teacher education for nation-state schools is challenged to question the foundation of 
its knowledge and values, the validity and appropriateness of the knowledge conveyed, 
and its educational policy goals.

Educational science in various national or regional contexts has specifically looked 
at the question of how schools and teacher education, that was previously oriented 
strongly towards the nation-state, can do more justice to migration-societal changes 
in society and society’s transnational entanglements. Corresponding approaches and 
perspectives have been developed (see for example Banks, 2017; Pushpanadham, 2020) 
that are also reflected in the contributions to this volume. In light of the diversity of 
these approaches, in the following we would like to undertake a rough, ideal-typical 
differentiation: On the one hand, there are approaches that focus on overcoming an 
educational perspective that uses the nation-state as a point of reference (a), and on the 
other hand there are approaches that aim to promote anti-discrimination strategies and 
also to recognise diversity, including migration-related diversity, and recognise minority 
groups, including indigenous groups and their cultural forms of life and practices (b). 

(a) Approaches that attempt to appeal to the individual’s political conscience and 
global responsibility, with concepts such as ‘global citizenship’ as a school subject or 
a cross-cutting aspect in the curriculum that goes beyond national identities, aim to 
weaken or overcome a strongly national perspective of education. One example of this 
is the definition of ‘global citizenship education’ from the United Nations Educational, 
Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO): 

While the world may be increasingly interconnected, human rights violations, inequality 
and poverty still threaten peace and sustainability. Global Citizenship Education (GCED) 
is UNESCO’s response to these challenges. It works by empowering learners of all ages 
to understand that these are global, not local issues and to become active promoters 
of more peaceful, tolerant, inclusive, secure and sustainable societies. (United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], n.d.)

The educational goal of understanding oneself as a global citizen is also meant to 
enable pupils to reflect on the complexity of transnational interactions (see for example 
Soong, 2018). It is also about enabling an awareness of a holistic perspective of global 
and individual relations, and the various social worlds and practices of individuals in a 
global context. Yet another important goal is to spark an interaction with, for example, 
the post-colonial conditions of global inequality and their effects in the context of 
education (see amongst other Reyes, 2019; Sharma-Brymer, 2009). Among these 
approaches, we include:

• Global citizenship education
• Critical global citizenship education
• Transformative education
• Postcolonial education
• Human rights education
• Critical pedagogy
• …



15 Lydia Heidrich, Yasemin Karakaşoğlu, Paul Mecheril, and Saphira Shure | Schools and teacher education challenged by transnational constellations. An introduction

(b) Pedagogical theories and concepts respond to the rather internal natio-racial-
cultural pluralisation of societal contexts constituted by the nation-state. These 
theories and concepts are intended to relate the pedagogical professionalisation of 
teachers and pedagogues to these conditions and, in doing so, to sustainably change 
the established structures and practices of school and out-of-school education. These 
theories and concepts advocate recognising diversity. For example, they emphasise 
the necessity of sensitising teachers for multilingualism or interreligious dialogue, 
and they work in particular on cultivating the individual’s accepting attitude just as did 
older approaches of diversity education, anti-bias education, intercultural/multicultural 
education and interfaith education. Another stream of theories and concepts reflects 
on positionings, privileges and disadvantaging while professionally examining the 
involvement of educational actors in social power relations. These approaches can be 
seen, for example, in critical race theory and in approaches of decolonising knowledge 
(on critical race theory in teacher training see for example Aronson & Meyers, 2020). The 
focus in this context is on giving attention to institutional racism and racist practices at 
schools and other educational and childcare institutions. Among these approaches, we 
include:

• (Critical) Intercultural/multicultural education
• Transcultural education
• Interfaith education
• Decolonising/Indigenisation of knowledge 
• Antiracist education 
• Critical whiteness 
• ...

What many of the approaches in (a) and/or (b) have in common is that they are 
expanded by referring to diversity education (for example Czollek, Perko, & Weinbach, 
2012; European Commission, 2017; Young, 1990) and intersectionality (Crenshaw 1994; 
Walgenbach 2012). The approaches listed here as examples for modern pedagogical 
perspectives on education in migration societies can hardly avoid the pitfall of 
reproducing methodological nationalism due to being embedded in specific national 
contexts, even though they go beyond these by referencing transnational social spaces. 
The basic problem of schools as an institution and of teacher education continues to be a 
strong national orientation and dependency on nationalised education systems and the 
corresponding administrations. For us as editors, this also describes a dilemma that we 
have noted in the beginning of this chapter, that is, that confronting the topic of teacher 
education and situating this topic in transnational contexts is continually influenced 
and sometimes also limited by the national framework – even for our own academic 
activities. While acknowledging this danger of a nationally restricted perspective, in the 
final section of our introduction, we would like to present several thoughts on teacher 
education and teacher professionalism in transnational constellations that we view as 
starting points for further discussion in national and transnational constellations. 

6 Professional pedagogical actions in transnational constellations 

The hallmarks of educational relationships in global migration societies include 
phenomena such as the translation and mixing of languages as a consequence of 
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migration, dealing with a lack of or unclear rights of residency and uncertain prospects 
for the future, the emergence of a state of limbo and hybrid identities, phenomena of 
ascribing ‘strangeness’, structures and processes of racism, or even creating new forms 
of belonging and forms of re-ethnicisation or re-religionisation (Akbaba & Bob, 2017; 
Casanova, 2019; Karakaşoǧlu & Klinkhammer, 2016; Klinkhammer, 2000; Mecheril, 
2018). Particularly the increase of racist statements and attacks and the enormous influx 
of supporters for political parties that express nationalist and racist ideas and positions 
in Europe and the world, the increasing acceptability of racist remarks, including those 
against refugees and asylum-seekers, migrants and those who are migrationalised, 
makes clear how important the tasks and responsibilities are of school education and 
thus the actions of teachers as a way of self-empowering all people (Giroux, 2020). 

At the same time, school as a social space and a place in which sociality is shaped 
has certain mechanisms of differentiation and discrimination ingrained, for example 
discriminating against pupils whose first language is not the common lingua franca, 
or stereotype threat (Steele & Aronson, 1995). These mechanisms of discrimination are 
not always present, but they can be activated at any time. For this reason, it is important 
that teachers are able to recognise these discriminatory mechanisms and routines in 
the school structure as well as in their own actions and those of their colleagues and, 
just as importantly, are able to change them. Professional practices are based on the 
knowledge of the existence of discriminatory mechanisms in pedagogical organisations 
rather than on the defensive stance against accusations of discrimination, that are 
perceived as uncomfortable or hurtful. Professionalism is shown when teachers have an 
interest in recognising the conditions that impede appropriate learning, consider their 
own role in these conditions, and are interested in changing them. This also includes 
their own ways of thinking, feeling and acting that may be bound to certain traditions.

The (global) migration society is an important reality for educational institutions 
and for the professionals working in them. Many children and adolescents today have 
contact with a plurality of languages, religions, cultural systems of meaning, and with the 
related positive effects of diversity, but also with inequality and hardship. This solidarity 
with incidents that take place long distances away often arises from family connections, 
but also from media attention. The world and its people are thus increasingly in close 
contact with one another. Current experiences of fleeing from dangerous situations 
and of asylum make it clear that globalisation now has a local pedagogical dimension 
that can be directly experienced. All aspects of this dimension must be taken up in 
education in order to follow the pedagogical principle of making the everyday lives 
of children and adolescents the starting point for their educational processes (see for 
example Freire, 1968/1970; Kaplan, 2013). 

In teacher education, as well, there is a growing awareness that school structures and 
practices do not yet take sufficient account of the fact that migration is diverse, does 
not always represent a short-term interruption in a settled lifestyle, and does not have 
to end with becoming settled in one place (Bukus, 2015; Skerrett, 2015). In addition to 
comprehensively recognising and promoting migration society’s multilingualism in regular 
lessons, a range of subjects that reflects students’ lives, and corresponding learning 
content, the focus should also be on recognising knowledge and degrees obtained 
elsewhere in the world as well as distancing from the idea that schools must convey a 
kind of historical, nationally dominant culture. Instead, the focus should be on conveying 
awareness of multiple perspectives of world knowledge in history, geography and politics 
while recognising the contribution of knowledge production in all regions of the world. 
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If the result of questioning established school structures and content is recognising 
the reality of migration society, this comes with the opportunity to take responsibility for 
one’s own actions, as these can have effects on the lives of people who live thousands 
of kilometres away. With this in mind, we need innovative ideas for opening up the 
structures, content and orientation of all subjects towards more transnational and 
migration-society perspectives as well as a corresponding education of pedagogical 
personnel. It is a matter of the school reality that must largely be constructed by 
professionals (teachers and other educators) – a reality that does not stop at the 
imaginary borders of the nation-state, instead taking seriously the fact that the world 
has always been closely connected but that these connections are continually increasing 
and deepening. 

The teaching profession is in many respects a complicated and even impossible 
profession, as it is characterised by a multitude of sometimes contradictory requirements, 
for example the need to design educational processes and curricula such that children 
can flourish – whatever that might mean – while at the same time ensuring they obtain 
the structurally required competences that are important or required in the respective 
society (Ben-Peretz, 2001). Teachers are ever more frequently confronted with the 
question of how much they should direct children’s learning processes and the extent 
to which offering confidence and support as children acquire competences on their 
own is more constructive. They also work while being pulled in two often completely 
contradictory directions: orientation on individual children and orientation on the entire 
learning group. When teachers should account for differences and when this would be 
linked to racist, stereotypical attributions is a question that arises generally.

This means that professional actions in schools take place in a space of structural 
contradictions. The basis for professional actions on the part of teachers would be the 
ability to acquire a reflective professionalism (Erlandson & Beach, 2008; Schön, 1983) 
that would also need to be understood as a process. Since pedagogical practices take 
place on a case-by-case basis and cannot be carried out according to a certain formula, 
teachers cannot be expected to always act ‘correctly’. However, a culture can be created 
in which teachers systematically learn from what they do and don’t do. Schools that 
learn in a migration society also and especially include teachers who learn. For this, 
two conditions need to be fulfilled: a reflective teachers’ habitus (Schön, 1983) and a 
reflective, learning school (Argyris & Schön, 1996; Schratz & Steiner-Löffler, 1998). 

In order to enable a reflective teacher habitus, we need teacher education that 
systematically and sustainably allows for reflective and self-critical approaches to 
one’s own actions. Students in teacher training should be familiarised with the difficult 
‘impossibility’ of their profession and permit them to practically grapple with the case-
specific consequences of the contradictions, imponderables and uncertainties of the 
field (see for example Ben-Peretz, 2001; Helsper, 2008). This is also linked to the task 
of recognising that schools are embedded in their respective societal circumstances. 
Based on a solid foundation of education science and social theory, teachers should be 
enabled to reflect on their actions, pupils’ situations, the school as a social institution 
and the institution’s embeddedness in a global migration society such that they can 
pursue their highly challenging tasks professionally and not be primarily guided 
by common or intuitive knowledge. The theoretical and self-reflective analysis of 
prejudices, discriminatory routines and acts of racism, the history of the ‘national 
school’ and the responsibility for changing these relations, are also relevant moments of 
professionalisation: “If educators are not critically literate to engage with assumptions 
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and implications/limitations of their approaches, they run the risk of (indirectly and 
unintentionally) reproducing the systems of belief and practices that harm those they 
want to support” (Andreotti, 2014, p. 50). A reflective habitus can only contribute to 
tackling the pedagogical demands of schools in an appropriate way if the educational-
institutional field is structured accordingly. That is, if it has a reflective structure that 
is error-friendly and is familiar with case discussions and supervision, provides the 
necessary time and personnel resources for this purpose, and does not interpret the 
request for further training as indications of weakness or even failure. Reflection is a 
fruitful foundation for productive and constructive pedagogical action if this reflection 
has an equivalent in the places where action occurs. 

Ultimately, the goal should be to query the validity of the fundamental principles of 
schools and teacher education in awareness of global entanglements and transnational 
constellations, and to work towards a fundamental reform movement by using 
these questions and by learning and implementing a process of systematic query. 
In accordance with Paulo Freire and Antonio Faundez (1989), we could speak of the 
pedagogical principle of ‘learning to question’ as a key moment from the perspective 
of professionalisation theory. Here, teachers’ actions are to be understood as political 
activities, in which they actively help to shape society without overwhelming young 
people with their own views, instead offering them a framework based on human rights 
and a responsible perspective – a framework in which they can think about the burning 
questions of our (migration societal) times. 

7 Concept and structure of the volume

The contributions collected in this volume contain theoretical and conceptual thoughts 
on education and teacher education in transnational constellations. They provide 
food for thought and ideas for education-scientific and pedagogical discussions. 
The chapters offer international ideas from teacher education research and school 
pedagogical practice in different historical and political nation-state contexts such as 
Austria, Canada, Chile, Greece, Israel, Japan, Switzerland, Turkey, the UK, and the USA. 
What they have in common is that they address the question of which empirical and 
theoretical approaches are suitable for describing the phenomena found in schools 
and teacher education of how to tackle migration-related and transnational demands 
placed on the school in a pedagogically professional way. However, they all have 
different emphases as well as theoretical and empirical perspectives on what the “age 
of migration” (Castles & Miller, 2009) means for schools and teacher education. Practices 
in schools and teacher education are analysed on this basis. With a view to the further 
development of schools and teacher education, individual contributions also formulate 
possible options for suitable, professional action in migration societies characterised 
by transnationality. 

This edited volume is divided into four sections. 

In section I “Migration, Transnationalities and Regimes of Belongings”, there are 
theoretical contributions that emphasise the relevance of transnational, post-colonial 
and migration-society perspectives when analysing education (processes, structures 
and practices). Current global conditions are analysed especially with a view to their 
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power dimensions as relationships between transnationalisation and renationalisation. 
In this field of tension, social orders that structure belonging and not-belonging are 
visible and negotiated. These orders are also important for the context of education 
and pedagogy, as they frame processes of subjectification. In this first section, there 
are contributions from María do Mar Castro Varela; Paul Mecheril; Ann Phoenix; and 
Ludger Pries and Natalia Bekassow.

Under the heading “Education in Transnational Constellations”, the second section 
of this volume includes chapters that look at teacher education and schools from the 
perspectives of racism, power and difference theories. They present critical reflections 
and organisational-theoretical thoughts on educational terms, pedagogical concepts, 
the interactional level of teacher education and lessons as well as the structures of 
national schools. The authors, David Gillborn; Yotam Hotam; Natascha Khakpour; 
Daniel Krenz-Dewe and Matthias Rangger; Gregor Lang-Wojtasik; Ewald Terhart; and 
Dita Vogel and Yasemin Karakaşoğlu also refer to empirical work to support their 
theoretical arguments.

In the third section of the volume, “Migration, Transnationalities and Schools 
in National Contexts”, the chapters analyse the consequences that arise for teacher 
education and schools amidst the tension of the importance of the nation-state on the 
one hand and transnational connections on the other. This tension is made clear in 
empirical analyses of education systems shaped by the nation-state and the limitations 
of this nation-state orientation when confronted with migration and transnational 
realities. One of the main focal points of the contributions is on analysing educational 
inequalities. In this third section, there are chapters by Polina-Theopoula Chrysochou; 
Akiko Ito; Marguerite Lukes; Jabari Mahiri; Andrea Riedemann and Muriel Armijo; 
Dorothee Schwendowius and Saskia Terstegen; and Simona Szakács-Behling.

In the final section IV “Teacher Training: Knowing How, Knowing That”, there are 
chapters that look at teachers’ actions and the topic of professionalising teachers from 
transnational perspectives. Theoretical thoughts on appropriate teacher training in 
various phases (university and practical training phases) are presented. For many of 
the contributions, racism-theoretical analyses and racism-critical approaches are the 
primary foundation for their arguments. The chapters were written by Şükrü Erhan 
Bağcı; Beatrix Bukus; Aysun Doğmuş; Susanne Gottuck, Nicolle Pfaff and Anja Tervooren; 
Oxana Ivanova-Chessex, Anja Steinbach and Jan Wolter; Vini Lander; and Clea Schmidt.
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Countering the trivialisation of violence: Postcolonial 
critique and the contours of an ethical pedagogy

Abstract

Among other reasons, the current rise in racist and antisemitic ideas and practices 
means we must ensure that this violence is not trivialised or played down due to 
ignorance. Pedagogy plays an important role in this. The following contribution, 
therefore, takes a postcolonial perspective to first look at how general matters 
are viewed in pedagogy. In the age of neoliberalism and the economising of 
education, pedagogy is often only assigned functional tasks in education. The 
humanities are increasingly being trivialised, and hence general pedagogy must 
be protected from being crowded out until it is considered insignificant. The 
following will show that this can only be accomplished if general pedagogy can 
take a self-critical look at itself. As a critical intervention, I believe postcolonial 
theory is important for current discussions about education policy and education 
science – especially when looking at the less than peaceful global and political-
ethical situation and critically examining educational institutions such as school 
as an ideological state apparatus. This will be outlined in the second section, 
after which I will conclude by introducing a discussion about an ethical pedagogy 
following Adorno and Spivak.

1  Introduction

It is still a matter of common opinion that critical discussions of racism are not 
widespread in Germany because Germany supposedly was never a colonial power, or 
at least never a significant actor. Some claim that a critique of racism is ideological and 
therefore not academic (on this, see the critical perspective of Castro Varela & Mecheril, 
2016). Others state that it is simply not the most urgent critique to be made of society. 
We must, therefore, continue to conclude that ‘racism’ and ‘migration’ are intentionally 
neglected as a topic of pedagogical discourse in Germany (and for that matter also 
in Austria). In debates in the field of pedagogy, it is sometimes claimed that racism is 
not a ‘German problem’ or there are complaints that critique of the West in general is 
unwarranted because so-called Western values are sacrosanct. It has to be said that 
the asymmetric ignorance1 often described in postcolonial theory is without a doubt 
not uncommon even among professors of pedagogy in Germany and Austria, as these 
are all statements that I regularly hear at conferences and after presentations that 
focus on the critique of racism or on postcolonial perspectives. At a time when racist 
and antisemitic ideas and practices are once again on the rise and racist violence and 
discourses are being gradually normalised, it appears urgently necessary to ensure 
that the ongoing barbarisation of society is not trivialised further or played down due 
to common ignorance.

1  In postcolonial theory, “asymmetric ignorance” is a lack of knowledge directly related to the idea of the supremacy of Western 
knowledge. Ignorance is asymmetric because intellectuals from countries that were former colonies do not have the luxury of  
the same ignorance vis-à-vis the West and/or colonial rule (see Castro Varela & Dhawan, 2013).
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In this article, I will first consider general pedagogy from a distinctly postcolonial 
perspective2 before using this background to outline a critique of school as an ideological 
state apparatus, followed by a discussion of an ethical pedagogy based on Adorno and 
Spivak. 

2 General pedagogy

General pedagogy addresses both non-specific and overarching issues. It demarcates 
and outlines the reasons behind a discipline’s way of thinking, thereby also norming its 
practices. According to Stangl (2018), general pedagogy can be understood as the field 
which looks into and explains the basic questions of upbringing and education and 
determines both the development as well as the justification of theoretical models of 
educational practices that aim to be generally valid. Stangl claims that general pedagogy 
examines education in its double role as experience-based practice on the one hand 
and as a science based on knowledge and research, on the other. Pedagogical practice 
and theory are thus focused on in equal measure, analysed and normatively described. 
Within pedagogical and educational science, general pedagogy is subject to ongoing 
criticism. For example, it is argued that it is obsolete because educational science has 
split into distinctive fields. Others have remarked that empirical educational research 
has rightly superseded merely theoretical research. Lothar Wigger comments that 
judgements such as distance to research and meaningless content, a lack of responsibility 
for certain areas and a lack of commitment do not only come from outside the field. And 
neither are these judgements untenable (Wigger, 2002, p. 6). This diagnosis led to the 
recognition that something had to be done about the reputation of general pedagogy. 
I believe it is not the case that general pedagogy must continue to exist alongside the 
empirical fields. Instead, I believe that the problem is a more fundamental one and that 
condemnations of general pedagogy are attacks against pedagogy in particular. In the 
age of neoliberalism and the economising of education, pedagogy is only assigned a 
functional task. Pedagogy’s task is to educate. But taking into consideration that the 
humanities are increasingly being trivialised, general pedagogy must be protected 
from being crowded out until it is considered insignificant. However, this can only be 
accomplished if general pedagogy can be self-critical. 

A critical approach to general pedagogy requires careful consideration of how 
normative ideas are produced and taught. At the same time, an analysis must also 
determine who profits from the normative values and educational perspectives and 
who does not. 

In light of the violent imperial rule that was inextricably tied to the establishment 
of Western educational institutions in Europe (as well as in the colonial territories), the 
thesis is that the canon of educational science and the practices of liberal education 
must be persistently questioned (Castro Varela, 2015a, 2018). The overarching function 
of general pedagogy is to be understood in two ways. On the one hand, areas of 
education are covered that are not distinct fields but deal with the fundamentals 
of education and upbringing that are tangentially related to all specific fields of the 
discipline. On the other hand, a claim to universalisation is made, that is, principles and 
values are formulated that purport to have global validity. This means that both the 
(general) pedagogical canon as well as the established didactics and predominantly 
taught content (for example the content of textbooks) must be considered.

2   I am well aware that there is not only one single postcolonial perspective and ask the reader to understand this as a metaphor for 
a perspective that attempts to critique a Eurocentric way of thinking. 
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If criticism is understood, as described by Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (2006), as “a 
careful description of the structures that produce an object of knowledge” (Spivak, 
2006, p. 61), then a critical understanding of general pedagogy must also examine 
the question of knowledge production in and of itself: Which object of knowledge is 
produced within general pedagogy? Who is responsible for qualifying the pedagogical 
insights as knowledge? Who is excluded from this knowledge? Who is the subject 
and who is the object of this knowledge? What does it mean when Jean-Jacques 
Rousseau, whose writings still serve as a role model for many humanistic pedagogues 
today, championed negative education in the 18th century? According to Rousseau 
(1762/1971), the initial stage of education “ought to be purely negative. It consists [...] 
in securing the heart from vice and the mind from error” (Rousseau, 1762/1971, p. 93). 
Educational practice should aim to help avoid evils, as a child’s original nature is good. 
How does this description fit with the idea of pedagogy as an intervention meant to 
prevent the subject from becoming tasteless and crude?

In contrast to empirical educational research, general pedagogy aims to outline 
and develop conceptualisations and theories that lead, or at least should lead, to a 
better understanding of what pedagogy and upbringing are in general. According to 
Jürgen Oelkers (1997), the claim that education will ineluctably result in emancipation is 
preposterous. Here he is following the poststructuralists, who contest super-causality 
and pronouncements of universal truths. Instead of being a threat to general pedagogy, 
poststructuralism opens up a ‘beneficial process of learning’ by offering contingent truth-
claims instead of absolute platitudes. Influenced by poststructuralism, postcolonial 
interventions question Eurocentric assumptions of ‘general truths’, subjecting them 
to a fundamental examination (Oelkers, 1997, pp. 237-238). The claim to universality, 
which can only be maintained based on asymmetric ignorance, is rejected as risky 
hubris. Sigmund Freud’s description seems sensible to me. In his 1937 essay “Analysis 
Terminable and Interminable”, he writes: 

It almost looks as if analysis were the third of those ‘impossible’ professions in which one 
can be sure only of unsatisfying results. The other two, as has long been agreed, are the 
bringing-up of children and the government of nations. (Freud, 1937, p. 400) 

Freud’s assessment seems quite correct. Pedagogy will never be able to achieve what 
it professes to achieve. Instead, education must be understood as a tightrope act of 
uncertain outcome. All times find a way to deal with the paradoxes of education as an 
impossible professional practice. All times have also reacted to the public’s expectations 
of education. Since the Enlightenment, the key concepts in the debate in Europe 
have always been emancipation and rationality, which continue to be core concepts 
of educational science today. But how does the goal of wanting to produce mature 
and rational subjects match the apparent diagnosis that racist and antisemitic ideas 
and practices continue to be found in places in which a humanistic education plan was 
followed?

3  School as an ideological state apparatus

For Louis Althusser, schools are part of the ideological state apparatus that generates 
the qualification of workers according to the mode of production. Schools not only 
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teach reading and writing, but they also train their students to perceive the social place 
assigned to them as the right place and consequently to accept it without resistance. 
For some, this means accepting submission and believing social inequality is natural. 
Meanwhile, schools seem to be feudal enclaves within a democratic system that continue 
to promise that everyone has access to the same opportunities. “The reproduction of 
labour-power requires not only the reproduction of its skills but also, at the same time, 
a reproduction of its submission to the rules of the established order” (Althusser, 1971). 

Following the rules means accepting the hierarchy dictated by society. Exceptions are 
of course always necessary to stabilise the hegemony, which is why the horizontal and 
vertical mobility of a few individuals is highly desired. Equal opportunity is prevented, 
however. Pedagogical interventions are powerful and permeated by violent moments. 
The well-meaning pedagogical explanation always implies that someone is explicitly 
‘put in their place’. The friendly pedagogical account not only expands the acquired 
knowledge but also marks out the direction in which learners should think in the future. 
Pedagogical institutions interfere particularly in the production of imagination. Taking 
this seriously, the political consequences of pedagogical practices become visible, in 
particular via the social effects for socially vulnerable groups. Does a specific pedagogical 
practice create opportunities or does it block paths? Who is permitted to have which 
future? Is the pedagogical goal the integration into a class-specific labour market, or is 
the aim to produce thinking subjects who can intervene politically? If pedagogy is a tool 
to protect hegemony, as described by Antonio Gramsci (Sternfeld, 2009, p. 62), then it 
can also be a tool of counter-hegemony. And if educational processes are understood 
as possible engines of social transformation and not only as sites of assimilation, this 
requires the mental linking of migration pedagogy with considerations about the role 
of borders. This relates not only to the question of belonging but also explores direct 
access to education, as education opportunities are constantly limited for some, as not 
everyone has the same opportunities to acquire access to education. The quality of 
education varies significantly according to social background. While some people have 
access to bilingual, private and/or so called free schools, children and young people 
from proletarian-migrant families have to make do with the worst of the worst state 
schools. This translates into overcrowded classrooms, a lack of resources and teachers 
who are both poorly trained and out of their depth. Discriminatory and hurtful behaviour 
are part of the pupils’ everyday life, and bullying is often the preferred method for 
asserting oneself. Fights are hard and unfair when it comes to achieving a favourable 
place in the hierarchy within marginalised spaces, wherein intellectual development is 
only possible for those who receive inspiration and support outside of school or who 
are extraordinarily resilient. For proletarian-migrant pupils, failing at school is often the 
norm and success is a celebrated exception. 

In the context of migration, pedagogy can only be understood if other mechanisms 
of exclusion are also included in the analysis of schooling: for example, class, gender 
or body. This is not a trite demand for intersectional research but a call to review 
single-issue models. Migration alone does not explain the ‘failure’, which is why merely 
intercultural models miss the mark. Also, according to Peter Mayo, an effective strategy 
of counter-hegemony should place education in as many different social practices as 
possible (Mayo, 2006, p. 36).

Postcolonial perspectives can provide meaningful approaches for the analysis of 
pedagogical practices in migration contexts. Spivak, who talks of herself as a teacher, 
describes pedagogy in subaltern spaces as the “uncoercive re-arrangement of desires” 
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(Spivak, 2012). Before I go into more detail about this description, I will digress briefly 
into postcolonial educational issues in general, to provide the necessary background to 
better follow the subsequent discussion on postcolonial pedagogy.

Edward Said (1978) pointed out that education is never harmless, as it is always 
closely interwoven with the political and social. In contrast, it is precisely the invisibility 
of these links that turn educational institutions into an important ideological arena. 
Imperial governments have always claimed to have a metaphysical right to violently 
appropriate colonised spaces. The naturalisation of this claim is achieved by creating 
a gradual acceptance of the colonial situation. For instance, the universal validity of 
Eurocentric cultural practices was pushed, which went hand-in-hand with a devaluation 
of the mindsets of the colonised (Said, 1993). The role of education as a supporting 
pillar of imperialism cannot be underestimated here. Education and cultural knowledge 
affect ideological appeasement on the one hand, while on the other they recode 
knowledge, practices and notions that have existed for centuries. At the same time, 
Eurocentric historical narratives establish the European perspective as generally valid 
and true, as the languages of the coloniser become the language of instruction, which 
is disseminated especially through massive missionary efforts. The missionary schools 
and later colonial schools contributed a great deal to the enforcement of the languages 
of the colonial powers. Language competence and spiritual salvation were propagated 
as a single unit. In this context, literary scholar Gauri Viswanathan (1989) shows how 
the teaching of Christian morals and morality in the British colonies was reinforced 
by the introduction of English literature as a school subject. Although classics were 
taught in Great Britain, English literature as a subject was first introduced in British 
India. One of the goals was to promote the ‘moral betterment’ of the colonised. In 
some ways, literature functioned as a secular substitute for religion. This established 
a colonial educational system that was intended to create a class of anglicised 
colonised people who were to act as cultural mediators between the British and 
the colonised. Even if there were repeated instances of resistance and uprisings in 
colonial spaces, a broad consensus was nevertheless gradually achieved that helped 
to suppress resistance movements and stabilised colonial rule. In line with Gramsci’s 
well-known considerations, a rule was maintained through coercion and consensus. 
Teaching hegemonic knowledge served to stabilise rule by providing commonly 
accepted knowledge. Hence, conversely, the de-universalisation of the imperial culture 
represents an important resistance strategy that could be translated into epistemic 
sabotage. This is achieved on the one hand by radical contextualisation that effectively 
undermines the assumption of the universal character of knowledge. On the other 
hand, postcolonial pedagogy was intended to attack the learned oblivion as well as 
to reveal the complicity of educational institutions with the (neo-)colonial projects. It 
does not seem possible to think about the decolonisation of education without also 
analysing the social structures in which education is embedded. 

4  Ethical pedagogy in the light of Adorno and Spivak

A responsible pedagogy that emphasises ethical subjects who desire democratic and 
fair structures and, therefore, intervene when they observe violent practices can only 
be successful if the discipline takes a critical look at itself to reveal its links with and the 
violent history of humanism. The possibility of an emancipatory pedagogy lies precisely 
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in its impossibility. If this contradiction is revealed using a deconstructionist approach, 
then every pedagogy that is formulated in a normative-utopian way must be considered 
problematic. 

Educational science in German-speaking contexts has as yet not been particularly 
concerned with investigating how violent social relationships are maintained using 
education and a Eurocentric and bourgeois (that is, humanistic) understanding of 
pedagogy. Even fields such as migration pedagogy or memorial pedagogy, which 
assume important counter-hegemonic perspectives and by their very nature look 
into the question of historical violence, are only moderately critical of the Eurocentric 
paradigms which run through the general pedagogical approaches, and upon which 
they too are based. 

It should be noted here, however, that the educational policy debates held after the 
end of National Socialism certainly permitted important renegotiations – or, perhaps 
one should say, would have permitted. After Germany’s liberation, the question 
was asked as to how it had become possible for even well-educated (young) people 
to follow fascist ideologies and support murderous practices. Had pedagogy been 
instrumentalised, or had pedagogical practice, as well as its fundamental premises, 
created the foundations upon which an entire generation obediently and steadfastly 
followed a murderous clique? Adorno’s essay “Education after Auschwitz” (1966/1998) 
is a key text in this debate. One wonders why it is rarely brought up in connection with 
postcolonial approaches. I believe this would be fruitful in several ways. Let us recall 
one of the central passages: 

What is necessary is what I once in this respect called the turn to the subject. One must 
come to know the mechanisms that render people capable of such deeds, must reveal 
these mechanisms to them, and strive, by awakening a general awareness of those 
mechanisms, to prevent people from becoming so again. (Adorno, 1966/1998, p. 193)

A great deal of thinking has been done on the topic of prevention. Films such as “The 
White Ribbon” (2009) by Austrian director Michael Haneke are also remarkable. The 
movie successfully shows the violence of education in the era before the First World 
War and how the sadistic upbringing led to even more violence. The cold interpersonal 
relationships are delicately shown, as are the effects that sadistic methods of education 
have on the soul. The (world) war that will shortly sweep into and consume daily life has 
already captured bodies and minds. Before the first bomb is dropped, before the first 
shot is fired, millions of children have already been formed into supporters of acts of war. 
Before the eyes of the audience, Haneke shows how social coldness and an upbringing 
that relies simply on discipline and not questioning what is said, is hardly useful when 
it comes to defending a democratic society (Brumlik, 2007). After all, being able to 
articulate oneself in civil society, including making controversial statements, requires 
an education that not only tolerates objections but also teaches how to withstand 
them. In his essay on the “Theory of Half-education”, Adorno (1959/2006) convincingly 
shows how excluding the lower-middle class from a foundational education that does 
not end with literacy and the ability to solve mathematical and technical problems 
ultimately leads to brutalised subjects. These subjects, according to Adorno, are easily 
manipulated and susceptible to (unscrutinised) ideologies. Education that separates 
itself from real life, he states, and sets itself as standard has already become what 
he calls ‘half-education’ (Adorno, 1959/2006). An education that is merely utilitarian 
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aims at adaptation and not maturity. It is dangerous because it creates subjects who 
just follow orders instead of thinking for themselves. It is hardly a coincidence that 
similar thoughts can be found in Spivak’s work. Additionally, comparable assumptions 
can be seen in almost all postcolonial works on education and post-National Socialist 
approaches to Holocaust education or memorial pedagogy (Castro Varela, 2015b). 

Without questioning the basic historical premises of educational theories, it would 
hardly be possible to design an ethical pedagogy. Adorno commented that “this disastrous 
state of conscious and unconscious thought includes the erroneous idea that one’s 
particular way of being – that one is just so and not otherwise – is nature, an unalterable 
given, and not a historical evolution” (Adorno 1966/1998, p. 200). At the same time, it 
is risky to speak of reason and emancipation without discussing the epistemic violence 
that accompanied the Enlightenment from the very beginning. To this end, it seems 
appropriate and prudent to look at the paradigms of the Enlightenment, the modern 
and bourgeois humanism in the context of imperialism and colonialism – as suggested 
by postcolonial theory (Dhawan, 2014) – as well as the works that informed re-education. 

One of the theses of postcolonial theory is that academic disciplines and their 
production of knowledge should be provoked because they perpetuate the violence of 
imperial rule. In his book “Provincializing Europe” (2000), historian Dipesh Chakrabarty 
describes how it was the Europe of the early-modern era and the Enlightenment that 
gifted the world with many of the key political ideas of modern times such as rights, 
citizenship and the concepts of liberalism, socialism and democracy, but at the same 
time used these ideas to oppress and diminish ‘others’. 

Max Horkheimer and Theodor W. Adorno’s diagnosis of National Socialism in 
“Dialectic of Enlightenment” (1944/2002) was no different. The two philosophers viewed 
the book, which was written in exile in the United States, as a self-assurance. In the 
work, among other objectives, they attempt to answer the question of how it could 
come to that incomprehensible crime against humanity. They hypothesise that the 
Enlightenment did not fail because it was understood incorrectly or was prevented from 
blossoming, but that the seeds for its failure lay in itself. Instrumental rationality, which 
aims primarily at self-preservation and rule, turns into a myth: “Just as myths already 
entail enlightenment, with every step enlightenment entangles itself more deeply in 
mythology” (Horkheimer & Adorno, 1944/2002, p. 8). 

As shown, postcolonial studies focus on the epistemic violence that enabled and 
justified colonial rule. Education, upbringing and the production of knowledge are 
viewed as taking place within a matrix of domination and power. Spivak pointedly 
calls for a re-reading of the canonical texts of the Enlightenment ab-using them for 
transformative politics. She believes it is essential to learn from the Enlightenment 
because it does not seem possible to develop ethical reflexes without these texts (in 
more detail, see Spivak, 2012). Instead, she believes that it is necessary to study the 
texts to use them to work towards global justice. For this endeavour to be successful, 
however, the works must first be submitted to a ruthless critique. A critique that reveals 
that humanist education was never intended for everyone but always went hand-in-
hand with elitism, which it actually wanted to overcome. 

The attempt to challenge the epistemic violence of the modern era cannot avoid 
adopting those very philosophical traditions that provided modernity with the narratives 
of legitimacy for domination and oppression (Dhawan, 2014). In part because the basic 
premises of humanist pedagogy hardly seem possible without giving due consideration 
to emancipation and reason, simply rejecting the Enlightenment is not only risky but also 
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nonsensical. As Horkheimer and Adorno state, a critique of the Enlightenment should be 
viewed as an attempt to “prepare a positive concept of enlightenment which liberates it 
from its entanglement in blind domination” (Horkheimer & Adorno, 2002, p. xviii). 

5 Closing remark

A pedagogy that only aims to convey knowledge and thinks of global relationships and 
relations as ‘intercultural encounters’ in a de-historicised form, if at all, has missed the 
point. In my view, part of the reason that this is still a typical pedagogical approach is that 
the general political premises allow this. In many cases, they are formulated such that 
migration, for example, is described as an exception that is a disruption (see Mecheril, 
Castro Varela, Dirim, Kalpaka, & Melter, 2010). Klaus Zierer (2016), for example, remarks 
in his introduction to pedagogy “Conditio Humana” that “[e]specially in a time that is 
characterised by diverse and far-reaching changes, by insecurity and unpredictability 
and unfortunately also by intermittent periods of war and peace” (Zierer, 2016, p. 83, 
trans. by author), trust plays an important role. To support his claim that trust is always 
“accompanied by uncertainty” (Zierer, 2016, p. 84), however, he does not point to a 
pedagogical work but instead to Chancellor Otto von Bismarck (Zierer, 2016, p. 84). 
Bismarck, who long spoke out against colonial adventures for political reasons, but 
under whose rule Togo, Cameroon, German South-West Africa, German East Africa 
and German New Guinea were declared to be protectorates, and who is therefore 
considered to be the father of German colonialism (on this, see also Speitkamp, 2005). 
Of course, neither colonialism nor postcolonialism or globalisation are mentioned, 
but he argues against Adorno and remarks that in “modern society, [half-education] 
is not only unavoidable, but it is also indispensable” (Zierer, 2016, p. 66). If this is how 
students, who will become teachers, are introduced to pedagogy, then we should not 
be surprised that, as Adorno would say, the question of “What should be done?” is 
followed only by words and not deeds. 

Like the educational institutions, pedagogy as a discipline did not remain untouched 
by imperial violence. Postcolonial theory encourages critical analysis of the processes 
of construction and formation which gave rise to both ‘Europe’ and the ‘Others’. 
Especially in rather violent times, it seems to me that we need to first take a look at 
the micropolitics that allow for right-wing violence, racism and antisemitism3 and we 
should create spaces in which thinking is taught and cogitation made possible. 

Postcolonial perspectives help us understand how those subjects labelled as 
‘Others’, those who are not white, who are not German, who are not Christian, are 
being marginalised and disadvantaged in educational institutions. 

According to Spivak (2004), a new kind of pedagogy should be imagined that pursues 
an epistemic change. This requires transforming the understanding of responsibility 
as a duty of the stronger for the others toward a responsibility vis-à-vis the other. A 
pedagogy that educates people to have an “agency of responsibility in radical alterity” 
(Spivak, 2004, p. 540). In “Imperatives to Re-Imagine the Planet” (1999), Spivak introduces 
the Islamic concept of al-haq (law in the service of humankind), which she describes as 
“para-individual structural responsibility” (p. 54). Spivak views al-haq’s dual meaning of 
law on the one hand and responsibility on the other as an imperative shared by pre-
capitalist contexts that should not be understood in a Eurocentric manner but instead 
opens up a space for the impossible task of enabling collectivity between the givers and 

3  For an example, see Vergès’ outstanding study (1999) on colonial policies and resistance movements in the Caribbean.
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receivers of rights (Spivak, 1999, pp. 55-56). As Spivak (1999) states: ”Our right or truth is 
to be responsible, in structurally specific ways” (p. 56). Only a self-critical pedagogy will 
enable an ethical subject constitution that is indispensable for emancipatory politics 
and epistemic change. 
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Paul Mecheril
Is there a transnational right to self-determination? 
Thoughts on an ethics of movement1

Abstract

Under current conditions, the understanding and practices of the nation-
state that are based on a certain way of constructing space as territory and  
of constructing people who have referential links as a natio-racial-culturally 
encoded ‘We’ are in a deep and fundamental crisis both in terms of practical 
functionality and legitimacy. This crisis leads to some fundamental ethical 
questions, not least to the question of whether there is a transnational right 
to self-determination. In this article three arguments are pointed out that a 
complete prevention of a general transnational right to self-determination is not 
ethically justifiable: (a) a large number of border crossings are taking place, and 
the moral costs of preventing them are immense, (b) if we understand freedom 
of movement (even relative) as a human right, then this right must be applicable 
to the entire globe, (c) insisting on the priority of an imagined ‘We’ to legitimately 
own a piece of territory is based on racism and strengthens racist practices and 
schemata. 

1 Introduction

It has often been shown that the idea of a nation becoming a state refers to the process 
of a nation-state developing its own myths. “In reality”, writes Georg Kneer (1997), “the 
opposite is true: states ‘bring forth’ nations and ethnicities. This occurs as the process 
of establishing states is described as the work of national communities, regardless 
of whether these communities are imagined or not” (p. 95). According to Benedict 
Anderson (1983), nations are “imagined communities”, because “the members of even 
the smallest nation will never know most of their fellow-members, meet them or even 
hear of them, yet in the minds of each lives the image of their communion” (p. 6). 
Nations enable relationships and the feeling of connection to people whom we would 
not know if we met them face-to-face. The ‘national’ can therefore be understood as an 
imagined concept tied to spatial aspects with a territorial reference. In his classic work 
“Nations and Nationalism since 1780” Eric J. Hobsbawm (1990) describes this as follows: 

Like most serious students, I do not regard the ‘nation’ as a primary nor as an unchanging 
social entity. It belongs exclusively to a particular, and historically recent, period. It is a 
social entity only insofar as it relates to a certain kind of modern territorial state, the 
‘nation-state’, and it is pointless to discuss nation and nationality except insofar as both 
relate to it. (pp. 9-10)

Under current conditions, the understanding and practices of the nation-state that 
are based on a certain way of constructing space as territory, and of constructing 

1   This text is based on the manuscript of a lecture entitled “Gibt es ein transnationales Selbstbestimmungsrecht? Bewegungse-
thische Erkundungen” held on March 21, 2018 at a conference of the German Educational Research Association (GERA) in Essen, 
Germany. The style of the lecture was largely retained when revising the manuscript. The text is also available in German (see 
Mecheril, 2020).
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people who have referential links as a natio-racial-culturally encoded ‘We’, are in a deep 
and fundamental crisis both in terms of practical functionality and legitimacy. In the 
foreword to the German edition of his book on nations and nationalism first published 
in 1990, Hobsbawm (2004) writes: “the process that allowed farmers to be turned into 
Frenchmen and immigrants into American citizens is currently being reversed” (p. xii, 
trans. by author), and he closes the foreword with the question of what, if anything, will 
replace the general model of the relationship between a state and its people in the 21st 
century. His response: “We don’t know” (Hobsbawm, 2004, p. xii, trans. by author).

In contrast to what the predominant semantics of crises suggest, we are currently 
dealing not so much with a migration or refugee crisis but instead with a crisis of 
legitimacy and functionality of the nation-state, a crisis that is intensified not only, 
but certainly in also, by transnational migration. In this article, I would like to show 
that this crisis of practical functionality and legitimacy represents an opportunity for 
transforming existing relationships into those that are more normatively desirable. This 
is the case because the concept of the nation-state inherently includes an irrefutable, 
symbolic and factual violence against those who are natio-racial-culturally encoded as 
Other, a violence that becomes particularly visible in its constitutive deficit of legitimacy 
under the conditions of what can be termed the social shrinking of the world. The 
aim must be to minimise this violence without immediately calling for the necessity of 
ending the nation-state.

The paradox of democratic legitimacy and sovereignty is what Seyla Benhabib (2011, 
p. 143) calls the fact that, in the logic of modern democratic revolutions, civil rights are 
based on human rights and yet civil rights are only granted to an exclusive ‘We’-group.2 
Under current conditions, the dubious nature of this democratic paradox becomes 
particularly apparent. 

Even though Jörn Rüsen points out in a debate with Bärbel Völkel (Rüsen & Völkel, 
2017, p. 251) that traditionally the European idea of nations has always represented the 
image of a specifically defined humanity, the programme of a universal humanity, which 
has only been realised specifically and is therefore exclusionary, was only able to emerge 
in the European national practice by factually and symbolically instrumentalising and 
objectifying the Other. 

David Theo Goldberg (2002) describes this in a particularly clear way that shows 
how the formation and nature of modern statehood is conveyed using concepts of 
race. According to Goldberg (2002), the idea and practical forms of race make up a 
key element of the epistemic, philosophical and material development of the modern 
nation-state and how it is governed. 

This background helps to clarify what was set out in the 2018 coalition agreement 
between Germany’s Christian Democratic (CDU and CSU) and Social Democratic parties 
(SPD): “To ensure the freedom of movement within Europe, effective protection of the 
European external borders is necessary. For this purpose, we want to develop Frontex 
into a true border police force” (CDU, CSU and SPD, 2018, p. 104, trans. by author). 
In other words, for our idea of the human in a specific humanity to remain true, we 
need a border police force and automatic weapons systems, we need an Other (and the 
civilisational demonisation of this Other, see below) who is willing to risk death to come 
here. This tension between paradox and hypocrisy is currently becoming especially 
clear, not least because post-colonial knowledge, corresponding epistemic instruments, 
and perspectives of analysis have started focusing on Europe (see the contributions 
in Conrad & Randeria, 2002) and have also become concerned with analysing the 

2  However, even Benhabib (2011) does not mention the revolution that led to the independence of Saint-Domingue in 1804 and 
its renaming as Haiti, leading to the ending of the most important slave market in America and the liberation of around 500,000 
people from slavery; Bhambra (2016) describes the neglect of this revolution in the West’s intellectual discourses as an epistemic 
denial.
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political, epistemic and structural conditions, forms and subjectifying consequences 
of the continued effects of a binary differentiation between colonisers and colonised, 
such as in the figure of the person to be integrated versus the person integrating (Ha 
& Schmitz, 2006). Approaches inspired by postcolonialism, in particular, are focusing 
their attention on the forms of producing knowledge, including the educational 
production of knowledge, relating to ethnic-racially or culturally encoded Others and 
the consequences of these forms for policies relevant to daily life and society, which 
result from this confrontation between ‘Enlightenment’ values and epistemic violence. 

Space precludes me from discussing the question of statehood – as part of the 
already mentioned criticism of the nation-state – to an adequate degree here. However, 
it is clear that post-colonial and racism-critical reflection is about a kind of ‘stateness’ or, 
to put it more generally, about a political formation of social relationships that does not 
link membership in a state structure in the same way or to the same degree to concepts 
of a natio-racial-culturally encoded ‘We’. Here there will be no further discussion on 
whether the transition from an ethnic state to a civic state3 is sufficient or whether 
this kind of transition would be able to loosen the close links between the bourgeois 
state and the global implementation and continual refinement of capitalist production 
methods (Brand, 2018) as part of taking back the political. In reference to Nicos 
Poulantzas (1978), though, I can point out the dual nature of the social relationship that 
is called the state: it is both a power relationship and at the same time the arena for 
social and political battles for other relationships.

The use of these other state relationships that are more permeable not only for goods 
and capital but also for people within the state is done with the aim of carrying out a 
manoeuvre that seems to be extremely urgent in the current political situation – not 
only in Europe – that is, freeing statehood from the monopolising grasp of actors who 
use nationalist and patriotic arguments and feel libidinously connected to a natio-racial-
culturally encoded ‘We’. These protagonists can be encountered everywhere, including 
in academia. Here we do not even need to recall the Heidelberg Manifesto (Schröcke, 
1981), a reactionary tract written by professors warning of migrants’ destruction of 
culturally understood German political characteristics.4 Of course, one could object that 
this was 35 years ago. A more current example: in the debate mentioned above, Jörn 
Rüsen, professor emeritus of history and esteemed historian, went so far as to make 
the following statement:

Let us take the example of slavery. […] That is an excellent example for non-Western 
intellectuals giving us a guilty conscience. […] I would like to ask now: Who actually made 
the slaves? They did not just come out of the blue. It was not the Western traders, it was 
the Blacks themselves. And who abolished slavery? The West! (Rüsen & Völkel, 2017, p. 
228, trans. by author)

The statement that turns slavery into a practice by Black people that was ended by the 
West – and not at least in part also due to the political momentum that came from the 
Haitian Revolution – should be viewed here as an expression of the fact that in Europe 
it is still not easy to speak about violent acts in modern European history (Castro Varela, 
2014) – and this includes the middle-class, nationally influenced academic world.

In reference to and as a continuation of the reflexive anthropology recommended by 
Bourdieu and Wacquant (1992), which attempts to seek out that which is unknown to 

3  “It is assumed that the concept of an ethnic nation emphasising common ancestors and culture demands the assimilation of new-
comers, whereas the concept of a civic nation embraces all people who live in a particular territory and show common allegiance 
to a political unit” (Bruce & Yearley, 2006, pp. 206-207).

4  The manifesto was written in June 1981 by Schröcke, a professor of mineralogy, and signed by 15 professors. It was published 
in November/December 1981 by right-wing magazines, namely Deutsche Wochenzeitung (November 6, 1981), Nation & Europa 
(December 1981) and Deutschland in Geschichte und Gegenwart (December 1981) and also distributed as a leaflet in various 
major university cities in Germany.
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science, the insights above can be examined methodologically as follows: defending the 
nation-state and the nation, but also defending constructs such as Europe or the West, 
which has been done intensively in the course of recent years by European and Western 
scientists as well,5 should encompass taking a closer look at the possible emotional-
affective foundation of its one-sidedness. Many people are directly affected, and there 
seems to be no certainty as to whether those who are biographically connected to the 
large collective imaginings of modern Europe and who are neither able nor willing to 
take a closer look at this entanglement are easily able to carry out an objective analysis.

So what is the answer to the question of whether there is a transnational right to self-
determination from a perspective that is not necessarily obligated to the project and 
idea of the nation-state but is also not explicitly against it? At first, the answer is: the 
more well-off I am, the more rights I am granted, including rights to move freely. When 
we think of the readers of this volume, we are likely dealing with a group of people who 
have more rights to freedom of movement than the average global population. This 
has to do with the symbolic status of their respective passports, but also the economic, 
cultural and globalised social capital that many readers have to a disproportionately 
high degree. 

The key question here is not to be reflected on empirically, however, but from 
the perspective of an ethics of movement. In recent months, German academia has 
articulated a great interest in questions of migration and ethics in its publications. 
The occasion was certainly the “long summer of migration” in 2015, to pick up on a 
term used by Sabine Hess et al. (2017), which could possibly also be called the ‘short 
summer of compassion’. But limiting the moral reflection to the situation of those who 
are fleeing their country of origin to find a more hospitable location for themselves and 
their families does not touch on the entirety of the question of transnational rights. It is 
therefore misleading when Julian Nida-Rümelin (2017) rejects the right to immigration 
in his book on migration and ethics with the argument that the fate of many refugees 
shows how important it is to improve the situation in their home countries; granting the 
right to immigration is not a feasible way to fight poverty. Regardless of whether this 
argument is accurate, the issue of the right to immigration or, even more fundamentally, 
the issue of a transnational right to self-determination, cannot be discussed solely by 
recourse to the situation of refugees. Instead, it must first be linked to general, current 
global relations as well as the constitutive logic of the global structure of nation-states 
and thus the logic of the national. I would like now to tackle this issue in more depth.

First, however, let me make a brief remark about the expression ‘ethics of movement’. 
If ethics is a reflection on moral norms6 and if ethics represents the reflection on 
universal moral obligations that can be especially found when traditional lifestyles and 
institutions lose their unquestioned and self-evident status, as described by Otfried 
Höffe (1977/2008, p. 10), then it makes sense that there is so much current discussion 
around ethics and migration. These debates are taking place not only in philosophical 
circles but also in public, on the streets and in classrooms, because natio-racial-cultural 
boundaries have lost their unquestioned and self-evident status, or at the very least 
this status is now a matter of debate. This loss of legitimacy and functional efficacy 

5  However, the positions of scientists are not always so clearly formulated as was done by journalists reporting on the workshop 
discussion on migration hosted by Germany’s Christian Democratic party the CDU at the beginning of February 2019: “Legal schol-
ar Christian Hillgruber defended the idea that we must deal more harshly with refugees. In principle, he argued for abolishing 
the individual’s basic right to asylum. He also criticised the fact that refugees receive any kind of integration measures at all since 
they should be forced to leave again. As long as this integration takes place, it becomes a pull factor that encourages additional 
migration. Political scientist Egbert Jahn also argued along these lines when he suggested that the people should ‘not get any-
thing to eat’ in Germany – he meant that they should ‘not get any work’. Everyone who enters Germany from other EU states, that 
is, who should have to stay in another EU country according to the Dublin Agreement, should be subject to this harsh treatment. 
Contradicting this, Jahn stated that the refugee camps could be made permanent, in other words that they could be turned into 
‘permanent refugee settlements’, in effect ‘making cities’” (Vitzthum, 2019, trans. by author).

6  According to Ernst Tugendhat (1995), this refers to those norms relating to social prescriptions that claim to have universal valid-
ity, in contrast to conventions.
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of what used to be self-evident simultaneously generates, sometimes with great 
vehemence, practices to secure borders and impose control based on nationalist and 
racist arguments that originate even in academia (Kuria, 2015). 

Ethics of movement would therefore be a reflection on what should be generally 
desired regarding movement, certainly also with reference to and based on current 
conditions. Being forced to move on the one hand and being prevented or prohibited 
from moving on the other represent the poles between which the reflection based on 
an ethics of movement – between the right to stay where one is and the right to move 
– occurs. 

To borrow an expression often and fruitfully used by María do Mar Castro Varela 
(2015) with reference to Gayatri Spivak, an ethics of movement is about reflecting on 
the gap between law and justice, in this case the gap between the positivised right to 
movement and movement justice. Thinking about the gap between what is considered 
a right and what is justice would also be the task of a type of education that does not 
focus exclusively on what is given, such as those education philosophies of migration 
societies that primarily work toward integrating the Other into the previously existing 
environment (Castro Varela, 2015). In my view, this gap is none other than the space 
where education takes place and is possible. 

Ethical demands can be neither falsified nor confirmed empirically, but are especially 
convincing when they are related to the current and foreseeable future reality of people’s 
lives and can therefore claim to be empirically plausible. Ethical demands that can be 
made plausible using current and foreseeable future realities in the fight for rights, for 
example by social movements, represent an important driver of the development of 
rights, which cannot be considered to move simply in a linear direction. In a famous 
work, Thomas H. Marshall (1950) published a description of the historical profiling 
of citizenship as a successive accumulation of civil, that is, political and social rights. 
The decoupling of individual claims to rights and attributions of social status that is 
characteristic for post-conventional polities is made concrete in this development. 
The progression of the legal order’s development can be interpreted as an attempt 
to realise a universal principle of equality at the level of civil rights (for citizens). When 
I read Seyla Benhabib’s text (2011, pp. 1-19) on cosmopolitanism without illusions, 
Andreas Casse’s work (2016) on global freedom of movement and Antoine Pécoud and 
Paul de Guchteneire’s study (2007) on migration without borders, I understand the 
call for a transnational, cosmopolitan right to self-determination as a commitment to 
further legal development toward minimising the gap between law and justice (the 
texts mentioned played an important role in writing this contribution). 

2   Three arguments for a transnational right to self-determination 
based on an ethics of movement

Here I will briefly discuss three arguments that I believe make clear why the ethics of 
movement answers the question of a transnational right to self-determination with a ‘yes’. 

(1) Around the world, we are observing an increase in transnational practices and the 
related development of an unambiguous logic of transnational lifestyles that transcend 
the national. The number of transnational migrants continues to grow worldwide. In 
2000, around 175 million people lived in a country other than the one in which they 
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were born, and by the end of 2017 it was around 260 million and continues to rise (ZEIT 
ONLINE, 2017). Around a billion people globally are considered migrants (Benhabib, 
2016, p. 170); this number also continues to rise. 

Migration is not only a modern phenomenon (Bade, Emmer, Lucassen, & Oltmer, 
2010), but conditions specific to the modern age can currently be witnessed: there 
have never been as many people willing, forced due to natural disasters, (civil) wars 
and other threats, or able due to technologically based changes in space and time, to 
change where they work or live even over great distances. The fact that transnational 
migration movements are nowadays particularly important for societies and individuals 
worldwide is also related to the expansion of the idea of ‘modernity’. That is, that people 
are permitted and able to influence their own destinies, which is also linked to their 
respective geographical, ecological, political and cultural location. The current global 
reality also coincides with the fact that people are therefore increasingly crossing 
borders of political orders because they not only assume that they can do so but also 
that they have the right to do so – although some of this is based on false beliefs or 
deceptions and can have consequences.

We are living in an “age of migration” (Castles & Miller, 2009). A right to global 
mobility must correspond to this, and this right, according to Pécoud and Guchteneire 
(2007), “stems from the increasingly global and multicultural nature of today’s world: 
in a world of flows, mobility becomes a central resource to which all human beings 
should have access” (p. 11). Sociality, and that also means subjectivity (for example, 
memories, desires, concepts, wishes), is not limited to the space within the territorial 
container of the nation-state or the space of the imagined community of the natio-racial-
culturally encoded ‘We’. Empirically, sociality and subjectivity are both more (larger) and 
less (smaller) than nation and nation-state. 

According to Benhabib (2011), the boundaries of the “Westphalian state” (p. 102), 
that is, the model of Western modernity that links territorial integrity based on the 
territorialisation of space with standardised legal jurisdiction (p. 99) which came to 
dominate the world not least due to colonial imperialism, have become “porous” (p. 
102). The permeability of borders is something that can only (and even this is not 
certain) be stopped by an intensification of violence on the part of border security 
entities. An increase in the transnational movement of people can be observed due 
to the shrinking global space, a phenomenon which is in part due to communication 
and transport technology, and this gives rise to two principles: either recognise the 
movement or intensify practices of border security and the use and development of 
corresponding technologies, thereby increasing the costs of border security. 

However, I believe that these costs cannot be morally justified. Here I am not speaking 
primarily about the economic costs, although these can certainly be significant: the 
American Immigration Council (2020) explains with reference to the US context: “since 
1993, when the current strategy of concentrated border enforcement was first rolled 
out along the U.S.-Mexico border, the annual budget of the U.S. Border Patrol has 
increased more than ten-fold, from $363 million to nearly $4.9 billion” (p. 2). Miller 
(2019) points out that an intensively prospering, “limitless market for border-security 
corporations” (p. 2) has emerged worldwide – for example, “for the broader global 
homeland security market, MarketAndMarkets forecasts a jump from $526.10 billion 
in 2017 to $740.06 billion by 2023 (p. 26). The global regulation of migration is not only 
financially expensive as well as illusionary because its efficiency is only limited, but it 
also incurs a high cost in terms of human lives. Here we are talking about the moral 
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costs of preventing the global right to self-determination as a result of global patterns 
of movement where, for example, according to the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Refugees (2019), in 2018 more than 2200 refugees died in the Mediterranean (or, it 
could be said, were killed). In the first seven months of Donald Trump’s presidency, the 
number of migrants killed at the Mexican-American border rose by 17% (Neue Zürcher 
Zeitung, 2017). According to the International Organization for Migration (IOM), in 
2017, 412 people died attempting to cross this border (IOM, 2018). And the focus of 
this contribution is not appropriate for highlighting the tortures, rape and killing in the 
Libyan camps ringing the southern borders of Europe that are enabled to a significant 
extent by the European refugee regime (Castro Varela, 2015, 2017; Ratfisch & Schwiertz, 
2015).

The first argument supporting an ethics of movement is that the global increase in 
transnational practices, the related emergence of transnational lifestyles (that cannot 
be depicted in the simplistic and reductionist either–or models of integration policies 
and pedagogy), and the increasingly deadly effects of border security measures that 
are not morally legitimised, suggest that there is a strong argument for initiating a 
global transnational right to self-determination. Under the conditions that likely 
characterise the reality of life for many people and which will do so even more in future, 
recognising transnational lifestyles responds to realities on the ground and represents 
an appropriate step toward further legal development.

(2) Joseph H. Carens (2014) writes:

In many ways, citizenship in Western democracies is the modern equivalent of feudal 
class privilege […]. To be born a citizen of a rich state in Europe or North America is like 
being born into the nobility (even though many of us belong to the lesser nobility). (p. 226)

Consequently, we are currently looking at a mechanism that consists of two parts. Great 
global inequality, a world order that distributes and locates hardship very differently 
around the globe, is the first part. Poverty and unevenly distributed resources as well 
as financial means perpetuate this order of difference: according to the first of the 
UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) ‘No Poverty’, more than 736 million people, 
or around 10% of the world’s population, lived below the international poverty line of 
$1.90 per day in 2015. They struggle to meet their most basic needs such as health, 
education, and access to water and sanitation, to name just a few major difficulties in 
this globally unjust disparity. In addition, in 2018 nearly 8% of workers and their families 
lived on less than $1.90 per person per day. At the same time, around 55% of the world’s 
population does not have access to at least one social protection benefit. It is estimated 
that 167 million children will be living in extreme poverty and deprivation by 2030 if 
global efforts are not made to improve access to health and education systems (United 
Nations, n.d.).

Most of the people living below the poverty line live in two regions: southern Asia 
and sub-Saharan Africa. With reference to the UN SDG report from 2020, it is expected 
that extreme poverty will increase the most in southern Asia and sub-Saharan Africa 
(United Nations Statistics Division, 2020). 

The income gap between the richest and poorest countries has greatly increased in 
recent decades (see for example Keeley, 2015, p. 10).7 From an economic perspective, 

7  Covid-19 can even be seen as a catalyst for further worsening this global poverty gap. Even before the pandemic, baseline projec-
tions suggested that 6% of the global population would still be living in extreme poverty in 2030, missing the common target of 
ending poverty by 2030 as set out in the Agenda for Sustainable Development, which was adopted by all United Nations member 
states in 2015. The fallout from the pandemic threatens to push more than 70 million people into extreme poverty (on Sustainable 
Development Goal 1 ‘End poverty in all its forms everywhere’ see the UN’s SDG infographic and report (2020) retrieved November 
27th 2020, from https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/poverty/).

https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/poverty/
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the industrialised countries especially have been able to benefit most from 
globalisation, although even here the gap between rich and poor has grown larger 
(see for example Jungbluth & Petersen, 2018). And we have thus named the most 
important predictor among birth circumstances for a person’s position and their access 
to resources such as drinkable water, medical care, food, a semi-functioning state 
infrastructure and authority, education, and so on: the most important predictor is the 
individual’s geopolitical position. To put it briefly, my place of birth or passport indicates 
stochastically what will become of me. The fact that the global mobility regime to a 
large extent prevents especially those who have the least amount of resources from 
bettering their position – and this is the second part of the feudal mechanism discussed 
by Carens (2014) – further strengthens the argument for introducing a transnational 
right to self-determination.

The origins of these global conditions of the unequal distribution of hardship 
and resources could be explained diachronically with reference to colonialism and 
synchronously with reference to what Ullrich Brand and Markus Wissen (2017) call the 
“imperial lifestyle” (trans. by author), that is, the lifestyle of a global minority that can 
only maintain its prosperity and its mobility and consumption needs at the cost of the 
social and ecological resources of a global majority. This global minority does not live 
only in the West, but most of the areas are still found in the West on the map of this 
new imperial landscape, which often does so completely without imperial ideology and 
may often even be anti-imperialistic – as is presumably the case in educational science 
contexts in the present. 

Against this background, transnational and transcontinental migration can be viewed 
as the attempt to influence one’s own life in a fundamental sense and is therefore 
representative of a prototype of the modern lifestyle – with all its ambivalences, illusions 
and dubious consequences. Be brave, use your reason and free yourself from the 
position that was forced upon you by the geopolitical order – drawing on a reference to 
Immanuel Kant, this is the credo of the new transnational modernity that is formed and 
formulated by migrants without an intention or programme necessarily underlying it.

If we assume that people should have the right to reasonably exercise influence on 
their lives with respect to the fundamental issues that affect them, and if we relate this 
to the condition of global inequality, then this relation makes the importance of a right 
to global freedom of movement plausible. Its significance applies, however, regardless 
of hardships and inequalities and must also apply in a utopian world of relative equality 
simply because, as Andreas Casse (2006, p. 211) writes, in this ideal world, every person 
would have the opportunity to lead a respectable life in their country of origin but this 
would not negate their right to transfer their place of residence and work to another 
country. For Casse, this is a negative right; it is not about demanding that the state 
finances travel but instead about those people who live in relative global security, 
the poor and less poor global nobility, having got used to the existence of border 
fortifications, entry requirements, and deportation centres in the modern world, and 
it is also about the fact that these measures cannot be morally justified because they 
prevent people from exercising their right to move. It is already a guaranteed human 
right that at least no citizen may be prevented from moving within a nation-state. This 
freedom of movement is important (Casse, 2006, p. 218) and is a catalyst for exercising 
other freedoms such as the right to assemble or the right to have close relationships 
outside the immediate locality. It is also important because, secondly, it enables access to 
material resources: “you have to be able to move to where the opportunities are in order 
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to take advantage of them”, writes Carens (2014, p. 228), and thirdly, because freedom 
of movement is a constitutive element of what it means to have self-determination. 
For at least these three reasons, there is a right to freedom of movement within the 
nation-state’s territory, and because there is no ethical argument for withholding this 
freedom of movement at a global level, there is a right to transnational movement. Of 
course, this does not mean that this is an absolute right. The global right to freedom 
of movement is just as relative as the within-state right to freedom of movement: 
for example, on my way to the university I must adapt my movement if there is an 
emergency and an ambulance is blocking the street. Or, as an example with regard 
to private property, if I am moving from Berlin to Hamburg, I cannot just settle in the 
front garden of a family in Hamburg, and the same applies if I emigrate from Berlin to 
Boston. I cannot just find a particularly nice garden to stay in there, either. And at the 
same time, the normative appropriateness of these private property rights could be 
questioned and raised as a problem if they represent an imbalance, for example by the 
fact that individual gardens reach sizes that make it very difficult or even impossible 
for others to have the opportunity to live a respectable life. Transnational freedom of 
movement therefore does not necessarily lead to chaos and lawlessness, anomie and 
confusion. These are fantasies and feelings that do not have any general normative 
substance but instead reflect a desire to hold onto a contingent system of belonging, 
that is, the system of the natio-racial-cultural. This already hints at the third argument 
for an ethics of movement.

(3) As mentioned in the introduction, we must remember that the institution of the nation-
state needs and therefore produces the illusion of the nation. In line with Renata Salecl 
(1994), the nation can be understood as something “that defines us but at the same time 
remains indefinable” (p. 14). Here we are dealing with a symbolic gap that could become 
a problem under certain conditions. At the latest when these problems arise, concepts 
of race are a tried-and-true method of closing the symbolic gap. The more important this 
difficulty of determining the boundary is, the more attractive it becomes to secure and 
iterate the illusionary ‘We’. This also and especially applies for more cumbersome natio-
racial-culturally encoded constructions with territorial references such as Europe or the 
West. Here I will limit myself to the construct of the nation. 

In his “Modernity and Ambivalence”, Zygmunt Bauman (1991) pointed to the 
link between the institutionalisation of racist thinking and the project of European 
modernity. A structural relationship thus exists between the practices of racism, which 
disambiguate, and the logic of the nation-state. Race and nation are not identical, 
but there is a close relationship between the two. The practice of membership in 
nation-states’ classification systems is characterised and constituted by the intention, 
supported by all nation-states, of preventing multiple citizenship as much as possible 
and of disambiguating orders of belonging and national identities. 

The nation-state system depends on certain questions being able to be answered 
definitively to produce certainty, especially regarding the modern question of who is 
a citizen of a country and who is not. Because the modern state has wanted to have 
this certainty since the 19th century, Rudolf Stichweh (1995) states that “techniques 
of physical identification using photographs, information about physical particularities 
(scars, hair colour, eye colour) have become important” (p. 180, trans. by author). And 
these techniques are currently being intensified with all the possibilities provided by 
biotechnological monitoring and identification.



43 Paul Mecheril | Is there a transnational right to self-determination? Thoughts on an ethics of movement

The nation-state is therefore organised by the binary system ‘We/not We’ or, in the 
words of Bauman (1991), “friend and enemy” (p. 55). According to Bauman (1991), the 
stranger causes a great deal of confusion for the nation-state, because in this case it 
is not clear whether the person is a “friend” or an “enemy”. whether they are ‘We’ or 
‘not We’. ‘Physiognomising’ the difference between foreign and non-foreign as well as 
‘culturalising’ difference is a normal part of the principle of the nation-state as it works 
to create order, as a ‘We’ must be obsessively referred to for the principle to be realised. 

Besides creating a ‘We’, the second significant illusion of the nation-state is the idea 
that this imagined ‘We’ has the right to a territory. And according to Hobbes (1651/2006) 
in his work “Leviathan”, considered one of the foundational texts of Western political 
theory, only states can articulate and secure this territorial claim, which is why Hobbes 
believed it to be justified that the Europeans annexed and exploited America as they 
pleased, as the natural state of the indigenous peoples of the continent was their 
wildness, making them unable to formulate any claim to ownership (for more detail, see 
Kooroshy & Mecheril, 2019). This means that from the very beginning, the theoretical and 
political construction of nation-state was implemented with images and practices of race. 

Linking a state’s territory marked by state borders with the imaginary nation and the 
belief in the legitimate right of the We-belonging people to the territory is constitutive 
for the nation-state. To enforce the legitimacy of this construction and to believe in 
the legitimacy of this fantasy, that is, in a national identity with a territorial reference, 
particularly in times of crisis, a proven method of overcoming the crisis is the racist 
coding of the Other. This coding works by introducing a race difference (hidden in the 
language of culture, ethnicity, and once again more recently, religion (Leiprecht, 2001)) 
and attributing a difference to the Other that proves the primacy or superiority of the 
‘We’, either universally (this is the pattern of colonialism and missions) or depending on 
context (namely, cultural racism). 

The staging of emotions, as we could observe in the discourse about the New Year’s 
Eve events in Cologne (for example, Dietze, 2019; Hark & Villa, 2017), the intensity with 
which the threat from the Other in the migration society is felt, can be understood 
when we realise that it is about the territorial and superiority claims of the ‘We’, and 
that calling up images and visions of the Other that rely on racial constructions are 
suited to enforcing this claim of the dominant culture’s communitarising threats. 

It is not the number of the ‘Other’ that increases racism – this must be brought up 
in relation to the New Year’s Eve events in Cologne mentioned above, the collective 
fright, and the imaginary communitarising fear. Instead, insisting on the legality of 
restricting the Other’s freedom of movement necessarily mobilises racism. Many of 
these racist practices are a result of border security measures in the nation-states and 
natio-racial-culturally encoded overarching contexts such as Europe that were formally 
and programmatically anti-racist starting from the mid-20th century. It is in this sense 
that the statement is to be understood that the “discourse and practice of western 
states are both racist and anti-racist” (Lentin & Lentin, 2006, p. 7).

3 Conclusion

In conclusion, one final thought should be added to the previous discussion from an 
educational perspective. These arguments have pointed out that a complete prevention 
of a general transnational right to self-determination is not ethically justifiable. I 
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have introduced three lines of argument: (a) a large number of border crossings take 
place, and the moral costs of preventing them are immense, (b) if we view freedom of 
movement (even relative) as a human right, then this right must be applicable to the 
entire globe, and (c) insisting on the priority of an imagined ‘We’ to legitimately own a 
particular territory is based on racism and strengthens racist practices and schemata. 

Ethical reflection provides standards with which political but also pedagogical 
actions can be developed and discussed. If a transnational right to self-determination 
is ethically plausible – and I think that this is the case – then this has fundamental 
consequences, and we, if we are bound by moral values, would need to stand up for 
this right and use space for thoughts, experiments, research projects and publications 
to make it more tangible and discuss what exactly this means within the existing global 
context. 

Here I would like to highlight only a few possible, guiding principles in a rough 
outline with no particular system in mind: 

a)  Article 13 of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, which guarantees the 
right to freedom of movement within state borders as well as the right to leave and 
return,8 “somehow stopped” half-way, according to Pécoud and Guchteneire (2007, p. 
8), and should therefore be amended to include a general right to immigrate. Heiner 
Bielefeldt (2019) pointed out that a first, important step to establishing a right to 
immigration could be a reversal of the requirement to give justification: it is not the 
desire (for instance, of family members) to immigrate that must be justified but the 
state’s rejection of this right.

b)  The fundamental meaning of the transnational right to self-determination is not to 
be found in taking the legal option to flee totalitarian states or other circumstances 
inhospitable to life to live in relative security and freedom, but instead is to be found 
in the fact that the ability to move relatively freely around the world is the basis for 
exercising other rights. This will require rules and instances that would decide on 
questions of which freedom is a legitimate freedom, and these rules and instances 
should not be at the level of the nation-states but would need to be at the global 
level. Exercising rights to freedoms must be regulated by the question of the extent 
to which immigration is linked to a significant intensification of social inequality in 
the nation-state that is being left and to inequality in the nation-state to which the 
person wishes to move. This also makes clear that transparent and accountable 
global governance structures are needed: global governance as part of a federalist 
world of republics. According to Seyla Benhabib (2011), 

some of these structures [of global governance] are already in place through the 
networking of experts working on economics, judicial, military, immigration, health, 
and communication issues, they observe. These form horizontally networked sites of 
information, coordination, and regulation. The future of global citizenship depends on 
becoming actively involved in such transnational organizations and working toward 
global governance. Whether this implies world government or not is at this stage beside 
the point: what matters is to increase structures of global accountability and regulation. 
(pp. 109-110)

c)  Besides the right to immigration included in global governance structures, a 
structural foundation for the transnational right to self-determination is a potentially 

8  According to Article 13 of the Declaration: “(1) Everyone has the right to freedom of movement and residence 
within the borders of each State. (2) Everyone has the right to leave any country, including his own, and to return 
to his country” (UN, 1948).
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multiple and flexible (Ong, 1999) citizenship of a place of residency, which decouples 
the status of citizen from nationality and recognises positive and negative stages of 
civil rights up to or arising from rights of full citizenship. In other words, the level of 
my civil rights would decrease if I were absent for a longer period of time. 

d)  Finally, a transnational right to self-determination also means that, as political 
subjects, people should be able to politically influence the decisions of other states 
that significantly influence the existential situation of the respective people. In the 
world migration society, the demos (as in Greek ‘the people’) can be neither ethnicity 
nor a particular collection of citizens; the seamstress in Bangladesh who works for 
the textile company Kick would be able to have a political say when the German 
federal government draws up its foreign trade policies, or at least that is what is 
implied in her transnational right to self-determination. The 18-year-old Egyptian 
should be able to object to German arms policies and transactions that the German 
weapons industry makes with arms deliveries to Egypt. 

This means that what I have discussed under the title of a transnational right to self-
determination is more than just a question of the right to immigrate. I have attempted 
to sketch out a reflection on the forms of violence and dysfunctionality inherent in 
insisting on the moral legitimacy and lack of political alternatives to nation-state or 
natio-racial-culturally encoded borders and differences among people.

The aim was to show that the legitimacy of the natio-racial-culturally encoded logic 
of differentiation is weak, resulting in the following observation as a measure of the 
political but also the pedagogical: it is worth identifying practices and ways of life that 
cannot be determined and ordered with this intensity or in this way by natio-racial-
cultural regimes of differentiation. It is also worth recognising them structurally and 
enabling others to adopt them.

The aspects described here do not need to be completely rediscovered, and we can 
point to approaches such as diversity education, global citizenship education, human 
rights education, peace education, cosmopolitan education, sustainable education, 
and others. The wheel does not need to be reinvented, but the education approach 
suggested here requires a critical reference to implicit and explicit categories of race 
with a better theoretical foundation and more decisively than can be found in the 
approaches described above. These categories of race are used to enforce and legitimise 
people’s inequality, which then also links into what Bauman (2004) calls adiaphorisation, 
that is, a moral neutralisation and the everyday culture of an accountancy-minded 
and administrative indifference that hinders empathy with the fate and suffering of 
others and thus also blunts the political imagination necessary to think politically and 
educationally of humankind not in the particular and only tangible, but in the concrete 
and general. 

Before this criticism can be directed outwards, however, it would need to be directed at 
the location in which it is discussed, that is, education science. In light of the reactionary 
tendencies in Europe and Germany even in official migration policy, it remains open as 
to whether this will occur. In the 2018 Coalition Agreement between the CDU, CSU and 
SPD, the section on migration was entitled “Demanding and Supporting Integration” (in 
other words, promoting integration is no longer the order of the day, and the leadership 
has now started openly demanding it), and there it says: “We will continue our efforts to 
control and limit the migration movements to Germany and Europe appropriately with 
a view to society’s ability to integrate so the situation like that in 2015 does not repeat 
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itself” (p. 103, trans. by author). Never again 2015! That sounds disturbingly like an echo 
of the first lines of Adorno’s “Education after Auschwitz” (Adorno, 1971). Never again 
2015! The primacy of our desires and our routines may never again be questioned. 
This programme of “never again 2015” also finds its echoes in the section of the 
Coalition Agreement dealing with education and sets integration of the Other – largely 
conceptualised as assimilation – into the nation-state as the first goal of education, also 
offering financial support for a corresponding educational practice and characterising 
educational research that supports this as integration research. This state of affairs 
does not increase confidence that education science will adopt a critical stance towards 
its own racism. 

Still, and especially for that reason, it is particularly important to point out the necessity 
of criticising education science regarding racism. Racism-critical research does not 
aim to identify racists and pass judgement on them. Academic criticism is not a moral 
judgement on what is unjustifiable and wrong but a practice of analysing and giving a 
name to the effects of dominance and power relationships, the conditions whereby they 
become effective and their interactive, institutional and subjectifying consequences. 
Criticism of education science with respect to racism is about getting to the bottom 
of pathways, locations and opportunities underpinning the effectiveness or non-
effectiveness of race categories in times of programmatic post-racism, categories that 
are often unintentionally called up by the actors involved, and also about investigating 
questions of whether and how the effectiveness of racial thinking can be changed. A 
racism-critical look at classic texts (examining, for example, lectures by Hegel, Humboldt 
and Kant, not with the goal of proving that Kant was racist, whatever that means, but 
in order to read the Kant who advocated perpetual peace in tandem with the Kant 
who devised a racist anthropology and to recognise what otherwise might remain 
unrecognised), at contemporary texts (like those on promoting the German language 
and integration of the Other) and at the practices and forms of institutionalisation, is a 
work that aims to reduce the gap between existing rights and those absolute justices 
that cannot be achieved.
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Subjectification, the politics of recognition and identities 
in (trans)national classrooms

Abstract

Classrooms have long been understood to be about much more than academic 
learning. They contribute to the normalisation of some identities and, by 
contrast, construct others as non-normative. Children and young people are 
interlinked with their teachers in a process that involves both the politics of 
recognition and the ways in which identities and subjectivities are (re-)produced 
as valued or disparaged. This chapter uses an example from a study of Somali 
Muslim young women and their teachers in Finnish schools (Kurki, 2008, 2019) 
to examine the ways in which teachers misrecognised the Somali girls’ identities 
by taking for granted that they are problematic in being traditional in opposition 
to ‘modern’ white Finnish girls. This misrecognition had an impact on the futures 
the teachers envisaged for the girls and on how they constructed their prospects. 
It was central to processes of racialised/gendered subjectification for the young 
women.

1 Implicit othering in the (trans)national classroom

While the main reason for going to school is about academic learning, theorisations 
of the ‘hidden curriculum’ have long indicated that children and teachers learn to 
reproduce unspoken inequalities in the classroom and that children’s attainment is 
affected by their social positioning (Apple, 1971; Porterfield, 2017). Classrooms also 
serve to legitimate some identities as part of the norm. Norms as evaluative standards 
endorse some actions and outcomes as good, desirable and permissible and render 
those that do not fit with the norm as ‘non-normative’, constructing them negatively 
as undesirable and illegitimate. Children and young people are interlinked with their 
teachers in normative processes that legitimate some identities and stigmatise others. 
These processes involve the politics of recognition and the processes by which young 
people develop identities and subjectivities. 

Iris Marion Young, a leading political philosopher, suggested that all public spaces, 
policies and societies are structured around understandings and practices that prioritise 
some cultural values and behaviours and marginalise others (Young, 1990). In other 
words, some cultural values and behaviours are implicitly given public recognition 
and recognised while others are misrecognised or unrecognised. Non-recognition 
and misrecognition can limit our identities and be highly damaging (Taylor, 1992). In 
these processes of normative recognition and non-normative lack of recognition, some 
bodies are constructed as ‘out of place’, as ‘space invaders’, while others are taken 
for granted as normative (Puwar, 2004). Teachers are central to the power relations 
that produce these interlinked processes of othering and normalisation. This chapter 
presents an example that illuminates this process. It examines the ways in which, for 
children and young people constructed as non-normative because they are negatively 
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racialised, teachers’ everyday practices can produce a tension between subjectification 
and recognition of identity. 

In this chapter the process of normative construction in the classroom will be 
analysed by drawing on empirical material from a study by Tuuli Kurki (2019) in Finland 
to show that Somali young women are misrecognised by their teachers as not having 
educational promise. This has a negative impact both on the futures the teachers 
envisage and enable for the girls and their prospects and on the young women’s 
racialised/gendered subjectification. The use of a Finnish example serves to illustrate 
commonalities across countries in the affluent minority world (where a minority of the 
world’s children live).

The chapter is divided into two main parts. This section considers the ways in which 
intersectional racialised/gendered othering can be implicit in (trans)national classrooms. 
The second main section discusses the misrecognition of girls from minoritised ethnic 
groups and the tensions between subjectification and recognition of identity.

The extract below comes from an interview study conducted by Tuuli Kurki (2008) 
with five Muslim young women (between the ages of 15 and 17) who were migrants to 
Finland and four of their teachers. The research was conducted initially for a Master’s 
thesis and later analysed in her PhD dissertation (Kurki, 2019).

While talking about the educational futures of young women with immigrant backgrounds, 
interviewed teachers talked about the impact of culture and religion on the educational 
opportunities for ‘traditional girls’ (such as Muslim girls in general and Somali girls in 
particular) but not for ‘modern girls’ (such as Estonians, who were described as ‘not 
quite, yet close to’ the Finnish-like girls) [...]. Teachers’ understanding of ‘traditional girls’ 
was connected with home and full-time motherhood and interpreted as something 
problematic, even negative, in contrast to the idea of ‘modern womanhood’, which 
was considered as desirable, something all women should aim for [...]. Consequently, 
‘traditional girls’ were assumed to need liberation in their struggles between the liberal 
Finnish ‘freedom’ and the authoritarian and restrictive Somali culture and religion of 
Islam [...]. The use of a headscarf was considered problematic [...]. If some of the Muslim 
girls took off their headscarf that was a moment of joy and celebration in school. If 
some of them started to wear jeans or short skirts, this was interpreted as worrisome, 
as ‘too Western’, leading to amazement, even contempt. From the young women’s point 
of view, the situation seemed hopeless: dressing one way or the other was interpreted 
in any case as ‘wrong’ in comparison to the ‘right’ kind of (Finnish) girl- and womanhood. 
Therefore, if one wanted to avoid racialised criticism, they had to avoid both over-
covering and over-revealing clothes. (Kurki, 2019, pp. 45-46)

Kurki’s analysis shows two issues central to a consideration of regimes of belonging 
and power relations in the classroom and society. First, teachers constructed their 
students in complex ways in that they made different categorisations of Muslim, and 
specifically Somali, Estonian and Finnish, girls. In this differentiation, Finnish girls were 
implicitly taken for granted as the norm, requiring no explanation. Estonia, as a near 
neighbour of Finland where the population is almost exclusively white, were treated as 
“‘not quite, yet close to’ the Finnish-like girls” and black Somali girls were essentialised 
as “‘traditional girls’” and constructed as binary opposites of “modern” white Finnish 
girls (Kurki, 2019, p. 45). Their teachers did not think of them as Finnish, despite their 
having settled in Finland and attending the same school. ‘Tradition’ was both ethnicised 
and racialised.
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Second, the teachers’ constructions of the Somali girls were complex because they 
involved multiple, all-encompassing categorisations. The essentialist fixing of the girls 
was not, therefore, unitary, but instead linked together culture, religion, prospects and 
clothing in ways that racialised them as not belonging and as negatively non-normative. 
The teachers’ constructions curtailed the girls’ freedoms, even as they identified freedom 
as an issue. As Kurki points out, the girls’ headscarves were considered signifiers of a 
‘tradition’ that was counterposed to “liberal Finnish ‘freedom’” (Kurki, 2019, p. 46). Yet 
if the Muslim girls changed their clothing style too much, the teachers considered this 
“’too Western’” (Kurki, 2019, p. 46) and refused to admit the Muslim girls to normative 
Finnish girlhood. However they dressed, the girls were excluded from full belonging in 
the classroom. This was also found in a UK study of Muslim girls and their teachers in a 
UK secondary school (Meetoo, 2020).

It is striking that it is teachers who both have and expect to have the power to set the 
parameters of inclusion in Kurki’s example and that they expected the girls to behave in 
ways that kept them in their ascribed places. It was through the accretion of apparently 
trivial moments in educational settings that pupils who had migrated to Finland came 
to be constituted as ideal for care work and were guided to it, rather than into higher 
education or professional work. The students Kurki interviewed had 

various dreams and plans for their future, but slowly started to realise that certain 
professions were not considered realistic or ideal for them as immigrants. They had 
been told, for instance, that ‘you cannot become a medical doctor’ while another student 
had given up on her dream to become a psychologist or social worker as she was told 
that ‘university is not for immigrants’. Through these kinds of everyday practices in the 
education sector, immigrants become seen as not qualified for something they aim for, 
instead, they are expected to learn willingness to start from zero. Consequently, the 
subject position of ‘immigrant care workers’ becomes part of one’s subjectivity, of the 
understanding of the self, regardless of the multiple subject positions available. (Kurki, 
Brunila, & Lahelma, 2019, p. 340)

Kurki (2019) explains that the Somali girls were guided into “‘suitable choices’” (p. 46) 
based on stereotypical, racialised assumptions about the effects of culture and religion 
on girls’ education. Their Somali background was thought, by their teachers, to limit 
their freedom of movement. Teachers commonly engaged in ‘worry talk’ about the 
typical Somali girl in relation to their positioning in relation to home, marriage and 
young motherhood (Kurki, 2008). Since they were expected to marry and have children 
early, the teachers considered that the Somali girls were particularly suited to care work. 
The process by which this happened could be seen in teachers’ interview accounts such 
as a teacher at a lower secondary school who says: “I think they [young Somali Muslim 
women] suit well for care work as they have this certain skill because they have had 
to take care of their brothers and sisters at home” (Kurki, Brunila, & Lahelma, 2019, p. 
336). 

These decisions bring together intersections of gender, culture, religion and 
racialisation. While the girls did not view themselves as limited to care work, Kurki 
(2019) found that they did consider that going into that field would provide them 
with a safe study environment where they could study “with ‘others like me’ instead 
of being afraid and feeling like lonely outsiders” (p.46). Their considerations of their 
employment possibilities thus aimed to avoid contact with racist/sexist teachers and 
hostile study environments. While they may, therefore, come to decisions about their 
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future employment that are apparently consistent with those of their teachers, they 
do so in recognition of their racialised/gendered socio-structural positioning and the 
associated power relations. In contrast, their teachers racialised the girls’ cultures as 
deficient and signifiers of limitations in the girls themselves. 

As the analysis of the above example illustrates, the teachers in Kurki’s study placed 
young Somali women in a double bind. They were assumed to lack freedom whatever 
they wore and whatever they did because their backgrounds and home lives were 
assumed by the teachers to prepare them for caring careers. According to Kurki (2019), 
the teachers’ narratives of immigrants and ‘Muslims’ served as ‘distorting’, invisible, 
intersectional and racialising mechanisms of power. Her finding, that the Finnish 
teachers she interviewed considered that Somali girls were destined for marriage and 
early motherhood rather than education, was an example of gendered and racialised 
construction of educational routes and of how such constructions limited the possibilities 
the teachers were likely to afford Somali girls. This was something also found in a study 
of how South Asian girls were positioned by teachers and positioned themselves within 
a London multicultural school. The teachers Meetoo (2020) interviewed enacted a 
range of everyday practices, which perpetuated “micro-processes of racialisation” and 
treated Asian and Muslim girls as educationally limited. In the Finnish context, but in 
studies of younger children, Heidi Layne (2016) found that young migrant children are 
often viewed by both wider society and teachers as problems within Finnish classrooms 
and as embodying lack, particularly because they are viewed as lacking linguistic and 
cultural skills because they do not speak fluent Finnish. In all these examples, the 
politics of recognition at play marginalise children and young people who are perceived, 
for example, as Somali or South Asian migrants by the teachers. They are, therefore, 
misrecognised as deficient and non-normative ‘others’ in relation to Finnish children 
and young people. This misrecognition is intersectional in that, as is clear in Kurki’s and 
Meetoo’s studies, Muslim girls are viewed as particularly educationally unpromising.

2  Misrecognition of Muslim girls: Tensions between
 subjectification and recognition of identity
Kurki’s research demonstrates the ways in which the teachers misrecognised the Somali 
girls’ identities by taking for granted that they are problematic in being ‘traditional’ in 
opposition to ‘modern’ white Finnish girls. This misrecognition has an impact on the 
processes of subjectification by which the young women came to recognise themselves 
as racialised/gendered subjects. The ways in which others give recognition to our 
identities affect the ways in which we come to understand ourselves and this, in turn, 
affects our quality of life and well-being. Non-recognition or misrecognition can limit 
our identities, demean our social groups (Fraser, 2008), produce oppressive relations 
(Taylor, 1994) and serve to marginalise cultural values and behaviours in public spaces 
(Young, 1990). In Kurki’s example, the teachers’ misrecognition of the Finnish Muslim 
girls who had migrated from Somalia for lacking ambition and being culturally fitted 
for care careers that do not require qualifications, marginalised their Somali, Muslim 
and gendered identities. In misrecognising them in this way, the teachers implicitly 
subjected them to oppressive and inferiorising power relations in the classroom. 
Reicher and Hopkins (2013) found that the experience of being viewed as ‘other’ was 
experienced as profoundly negative by the Muslim adults in their sample because it 
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involved denying their valued identities. Stuart Hall (1996) suggests that “Identities 
can function as points of identification and attachment only because of their capacity 
to exclude, to leave out, to render ‘outside’, abjected” (p. 5). Zygmunt Bauman (1996) 
suggests that identity comes to the fore when we are not certain that other people 
would accept out claims to belong. The teachers’ misrecognition of the Somali young 
women in their classrooms foreclosed possibilities for their future lives. However, it also 
rendered them as non-normative and excluded them from belonging in school and 
hence in Finnish society (Yuval-Davis, 2011). It is arguably because their experiences 
of schooling help them to understand that they are not accepted as belonging to the 
nation that they said in their interviews that they would consider doing care work in 
the future. This was because the “social and health care sector would be a safe study 
environment where one could study with friends and relatives, with ‘others like me’ 
instead of being afraid and feeling like lonely outsiders” (Kurki, 2019, p. 45).

Kurki’s research illustrates the tension between subjectification and other people’s 
recognition of identity. In the quote above, the Somali young women’s focus on “‘others 
like me’” (Kurki, 2019, p. 46) indicates their subjectification to racialised positioning 
and their (implicit) understanding that their teachers do not recognise them within 
normative categories.

Recognition is vital to the processes involved in subjectification in that becoming a 
subject and taking up particular identities entail becoming subjected to power relations 
whether we recognise this or not (Butler, 1997; Fanon, 1952/1967; Foucault, 1977/1980). 
Taking up identities as our own means that we become subject to power relations and 
normalising processes which, as Butler (2004) suggests, constrain people’s autonomy 
and subjectivity. People come to experience themselves as subjects through processes 
of subjectification that involve normalisation and representation. Frantz Fanon 
(1952/1967, 1961/1963) was one of the first to theorise links between recognition and 
subjectification. In thinking about French colonisation of Algeria, Fanon (1952/1967) 
theorised the ways in which the relationship between the coloniser and the colonised 
is normalised in the psyche. He argued that the social structure is the real source of 
the black man’s conflict and speaking the coloniser’s language leads many black men 
to don a ‘white mask’ because the collective consciousness of the coloniser becomes 
part of their psychology. Fanon (1961/1963) argued that representations are central to 
successful colonisation because the colonisers have to impose their representations so 
that the only ways in which the colonised gain recognition from others, and recognise 
themselves, are within the images constructed by the colonisers. These justify colonialism 
through the perpetuation of images of the colonised as inferior and, in the process, 
‘racialise’ both the colonised and the coloniser (since they are necessarily relationally 
linked). Applying Fanon’s theorisation to Kurki’s study, the representations that the 
teachers show that they hold of the Somali young women in their classrooms are not 
simply individual, but part of normative structures that subject the young women to 
devalued ways of seeing themselves and so affects their identities and racialises them 
and the teachers. 

Fanon’s theories prefigured later theorisation of subjectification where the subject 
is viewed as a product of power, of apparatuses of normalisation and of subjection 
(Foucault, 1977/1980). Judith Butler (1990), for example, suggests that “the subjects 
regulated by such structures [juridical systems of power] are, by virtue of being subjected 
to them, formed, defined, and reproduced in accordance with the requirements of those 
structures” (p. 2). This subjection, as Fanon indicated, also produces subjectification. 
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According to Althusser (1971), people are ‘interpellated’ as subjects when they recognise 
themselves to have been ‘hailed’ by ideology. Metaphorically, this process is akin to what 
happens when someone recognises that they are being stopped by a police officer. 
For Althusser, in everyday life, institutions such as families, churches and schools ‘hail’ 
people by including them in categories that prescribe and enforce particular ways of 
thinking about themselves and of acting as subjects. In these processes people self-
define in ways they consider independent and autonomous although they are produced 
through interpellation. Subjectivity is produced through processes of subjectification. 
Avtar Brah (1999) illustrates how interpellation can involve processes of othering: 

One ‘white’ mother whom I interviewed in 1976 [in Southall] had said to me: ‘Where did 
they come from?’, my father used to say, ‘they were here, and then the shops opened up’. 
The ‘they’ in this locution signified ‘Asians’. ‘She means people like me’, I had thought to 
myself, feeling acutely ‘othered’ […]. I could not be a disinterested listener, although I 
listened attentively. My intellect, feelings, and emotions had all been galvanized by my 
respondent’s discourse. I was framed within it, whether I liked it or not. What was it that 
made her referent ‘they’ instantly recognizable as ‘Asians’ to us both? (p. 7)

Brah clearly explains the process by which she is subjected to exclusionary racialisation 
and it becomes part of her subjectification. In a parallel way, the young Somali women in 
Kurki’s study showed their understanding that they were implicated in the relationship 
between subjection and subjectification. Among students, the experiences of otherness 
were, however, strongly related to being named as an immigrant. Naming as such 
was considered to be stigmatising, because as immigrants, they were positioned as 
outsiders, as others. As immigrants, they felt they were being treated as representatives 
of the abstract category of immigrants, and not as individuals. Being named as an 
immigrant was like a stamp, which stayed on them regardless of them having been 
born in Finland or being Finnish citizens.

Importantly, being recognised as Finnish was not considered desirable either. If one 
had to choose an ethnic group to belong to, and which to represent, it was often the 
ethnic group of their parents or Blackness in general. Among ‘others like me’, one could 
consider the self as an ordinary member of the community rather than as marginal and 
different. Students did not call themselves immigrants, but if the distinction was made 
between the self (or us) and the Finns, students called themselves ‘foreigners’ or ‘fugees’ 
which was a term allowed only in the inner circle of racialised others. Using the terms 
they had chosen themselves emphasised the solidarity among the excluded, which was 
the driving force in the middle of the experiences of otherness. They took up the names 
‘foreigner’ and ‘refugee’ for redeployment to make them mean something different in 
places where they normally are injurious. (Kurki, 2019, p. 45-46)

For the Finnish Somali girls above, the process of subjectification is one where they 
learn that they are positioned in ways that exclude them from belonging on equal terms 
in the classroom and to the Finnish nation. They dealt with this in dynamic and creative 
ways, taking up a collective racialised identity with ‘others like me’, while resisting some 
outsider ascriptions such as ‘immigrant’. It is in this context that their negotiation of 
their potential future careers thus involves struggles with belonging. 

The processes of subjectification in which the Somali young women in Kurki’s study 
were positioned is not unusual. There is ample evidence that young children are aware 
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of their social positioning and how others perceive them and that, if this is negative, it 
impacts negatively on their views of themselves (Henward & Grace, 2016; Reay, 2007). 
Schools are thus important sites for (racialised) subjectification where children and 
young people come to understand which identities confer belonging and how they 
themselves are positioned with respect to these power relations. For the Somali young 
women, the misrecognition they experience is epistemically violent in that they are 
treated and encouraged to see themselves in ways that construct them as ‘other’ to their 
white Finnish peers (Spivak, 1999) who are, in contrast, epistemically privileged. One 
implication is that white Finnish young women can take for granted that they belong 
to their schools and the nation, while the Finnish Somali young women are obliged to 
negotiate their prospects in the context of understanding their socially devalued status. 

3 Conclusion

In order to shift regimes of belonging into directions that promote social justice, it is 
important to understand teachers’ contributions to, and understanding of, the ways 
in which exclusionary processes are produced. Kurki’s study of Somali girls in Finnish 
classrooms shows how young people are differentiated by their social positioning in 
transnational classrooms and that treatment by teachers is related to intersections of 
racialisation, social class and gender and that this has deleterious consequences that 
are implicit. Those negative consequences are both part of the present and have an 
impact on the young womens’ imagined, and so possible, futures. Kurki’s research was 
conducted in Finland. However, discrimination and negative positioning, of the kinds 
she reports, have been found in large-scale UK analyses to have negative emotional 
and mental health consequences (Nandi, Luthra, & Benzeval, 2016). Such findings are 
reiterated in a US literature review on ‘stereotype threat’ produced by Howard Steele 
(2011), who coined the term. Stereotype threat occurs when people are in situations 
where they realise that there are negative stereotypes of their group and are negatively 
affected by this recognition, often doing less well on tests than they do if they consider 
that these stereotypes are not held. In his review, Steele (2011) found that stereotype 
threat consistently reduces results on tests and attainment and produces a great deal 
of anxiety and feelings of lack of control. 

Such findings underline the importance of teachers understanding the prevalence 
of stereotyping of, and discrimination against, children who, because they are from 
minoritised groups, are perceived to embody difference in the classroom and teachers’ 
own contributions to this. A focus on social relations in the classroom is not intended to 
minimise the importance of structural dynamics of power in reproducing inequalities. 
Rather, it highlights the fact that everyday practices, social relations and the politics 
of recognition are equally important. Indeed, the interpersonal construction of 
intersectional racialised/gendered politics of recognition is implicated in processes of 
subjectification that are produced within the power relations of classrooms and nations 
(Althusser, 1971; Butler, 1997; Fanon, 1952/1967; Foucault, 1977/1980). They are, 
therefore, a crucial site where identities, subjectivities and prospects are negotiated. 
For this reason, it is important that pedagogic practices should consciously seek to 
promote social justice rather than treating unequal outcomes as simply the result of 
individual failings, while ignoring the intersectional patterning of the ways in which 
recognition and subjectification are produced and reproduced in classrooms (Fine, 
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2018). This is something that teachers can be helped to understand (D’warte, 2014, 
2018; Luttrell, 2012). Given the longstanding reluctance to admit that schools reproduce 
inequalities, however, this requires long-term and sustained engagement with findings 
such as Kurki’s.
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Abstract

In this chapter we describe and explain the dynamics of globalization and 
transnationalization of social spaces and – as the other side of the same process 
– the development of super-diversities and even more complex mechanisms 
of belongings and identities in a historical perspective. Further on, we discuss 
how these processes have influenced the German education system. We revise 
potentials and limitations of theoretical perspectives for understanding the 
current situation in German schools. Finally, some general comments on the role 
of schools in a super-diverse immigration society are made. Three main issues 
are addressed in this respect. First, the large share of students with a migrant 
background. Second, the still existing inequality based on cultural and ethnic 
background as well as institutional discrimination in German schools. Third, the 
disproportionately low share of teachers with a migrant background. 

1 Introduction 

We live in turbulent times in which social identities increasingly vary in some aspects, 
while in other aspects they are rather standardized. Taking music preferences as an 
example, there are ever more styles and subgroups of genre, which at the same time 
define identities of ever smaller social groups. In a similar way, political beliefs, for 
example the old divisions of left and right, of the working class or liberal-bourgeois 
identities, get more and more punctured and lead to multiple layers of political 
identities. On the contrary, mechanisms for constructing and reflecting social identities 
are becoming increasingly homogenized all over the world: on Facebook, Twitter, 
YouTube, and Instagram the worldwide mechanisms of expressing recognition and 
appreciation by simply clicking ‘likes’ and commenting on video clips or music titles that 
spread globally. 

In a similar vein, social belongings get gradually more differentiated while at the 
same time they become more homogenized. For instance, many individuals feel their 
belonging to ever more and specialized categories. Referring to gender, the old binary 
distinction between men and women splits into many more divisions of belonging like 
masculinity, feminist, gays, lesbians and transgender. While for some people ethnic 
belongings may be of less relevance, for others it could be more important for defining 
‘us’ and ‘them’. Thus, a student may feel a belonging to his or her family, a social class, 
local community, peer group, sports club as well as to a religious or ethnic community. 
Additionally, these groups may vary in importance and may be intersected in each 
individual case. The opposite tendency can be noted in the Fridays for Future movement, 
where activists define themselves as belonging to the one and only humankind and 
planet that should guide our norms and behavior. Furthermore, those people active in 
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the transnational movement for refugee protection express their feelings of worldwide 
belonging and responsibility. 

Are these shifting boundaries of identities and belongings something completely 
new? Or can we identify dynamic identities and varying belongings also, for instance, two 
centuries ago? What are the features of changes in identities and belongings in the 21st 
century? How are these ambiguities of identity and belonging related to globalization 
and transnationalization? Is migration a cause or an effect of these ambivalences? 
These questions are not just of academic but also of practical relevance. The European 
education system, from primary schools to universities, has to cope with a ‘super-
diversity’ of students’ cultural and language background1. This potpourri of belongings 
and identities goes hand in hand with accentuated mechanisms of marginalization and 
discrimination, of defining the established and the outsiders. While even fifty years ago 
‘the newcomers’ represented just a small minority in a classroom, now they stand for 
the overwhelming majority, thus shifting power relations. Educational systems mirror 
all these developments. Therefore, educational and pedagogical strategies have to 
adapt in terms of content and methods. 

In order to deal with these questions, a brief overview of existing sociological theories 
of identity, belonging and the transnationalization of social spaces might help us to 
grasp what these new challenges are. In light of this, second, challenges of the German 
school system are presented. Finally, some critical comments on school education in 
Germany are made.

2 Identities and belongings in sociological perspective

The distinction between ‘I and Me’, or between ‘the Self and the Other’ respectively, is 
at the beginning of transcending from humanoids to human beings. The Self as human 
consciousness is a product and, at the same time, a condition for sociability. Collective 
identities are built on the distinction between ‘us’ and ‘the others’. Based on Erikson’s 
classic work (1946), identities can be defined by three basic elements: 

Men who share an ethnic area, an historical era, or an economic pursuit are guided 
by common images of good and evil. Infinitely varied, these images reflect the elusive 
nature of historical change; yet in the form of contemporary social models, of compelling 
prototypes of good and evil, they assume decisive concreteness in every individual’s ego 
development. (p. 359)

According to Erikson (1946), the distinction between good and evil – or in a less conflicted 
way, the opposition between ‘us’ and ‘the others’ – is defined by a shared “ethnic area”, 
“historical era” or “economic pursuit” (p. 359). So collective identity could be based on 
space, time or common interests. In this classic view there are four elements of identity: 
continuity in time, homogeneity of values, fixed methods of integration and ambiguity 
in claiming rights for ‘us’ and admitting the same rights for ‘others’. 

Historically, for centuries belonging to a religious group and to a nation has been 
the strongest defining criterion of ‘us’ and ‘them’. In Europe, for example, during the 
16th and 17th centuries, conflicts between Catholic and Protestant groups were quite 
frequent. The French Revolution put social class on the main agenda, but even in the 
First World War national feelings worked as a driving force. The Nazi regime and the 

1  Following OECD reports in this chapter we use the term ‘students’ as pupils, that means someone who is learning at school.



61 Ludger Pries and Natalia Bekassow | Dynamic identities and varying belongings: migration, transnationalism and education

Second World War were dominated by nationalist and racist categories. Hereby, it was 
the belief in continuity, homogeneity and fixed methods of integration that mainly 
constituted perceived identities – often against social reality and evidence. For instance, 
empires and states have always been multi-cultural and multi-ethnic, but the political 
project of nation-state building was that of homogenization of national identities. 
Substantial social change occurred during the second half of the 20th century. Since 
then, the main layers of collective belongings pluralized in substance and also in 
societal perceptions. Identities differentiated according to class, race or ethnicity, as 
well as gender and lifestyles. Most countries experienced migration that additionally 
changed the dynamics of collective belongings and identities. 

Many European countries, like France, Germany, the Netherlands or Sweden, signed 
bilateral agreements mainly with Mediterranean countries with respect to so-called 
guest workers. Labor migrants were ‘invited’ to work for a limited time in the prospering 
industries of north-western Europe. At the dawn of these guest worker programs, 
neither the societies of origin and arrival nor the labor migrants themselves intensively 
reflected on what consequences this development would bring for long-term identity 
and belonging – although there existed scientific insights about the dynamics of labor 
migration processes, for example, the experiences of the Bracero program between 
Mexico and the USA (Massey et al., 1993). 

Despite the fact that millions of guest workers changed their life plans and decided, 
often step by step in an iterative and sequential way, to stay in the country where they 
arrived as temporary labor migrants, there was little or no infrastructure to integrate 
these groups actively (Herbert, 1986; Luft, 2009). This situation also hindered substantial 
discussions about collective identities and belongings – for those social groups that 
had arrived as well as for those social groups that felt themselves ‘autochthonous’ or 
‘majority’ people. 

As the countries of migrants’ arrival got more diverse in terms of religion, ethnic 
self-ascription, nationality landscape and languages, it became more and more difficult 
to define collective belongings only in terms of ‘national container societies’ (Pries, 
2001). Since the 1990s the approach of transnationalization of social spaces has gained 
influence. As many immigrants maintained dense social bonds with the country of origin 
and in the place of arrival, science and society learned that social ties and intensive 
social spaces could extend and span between places in different countries. Conversely, 
in the same geographic territory of a country like Germany there live together social 
groups with quite different socio-cultural belongings. Social sciences addressed more 
explicitly the relation between geographic and social spaces. 

Based on a complex understanding of the relations between geographic space and 
social space, we can distinguish four ideal types of how migrants negotiate and cope 
with their experiences and trajectories in different places and develop projects for their 
future life. Concerning their lifeworld, stocks of knowledge, interpretative patterns, 
collective identities and belongings, migrants could ideal-typically, first, refer to their 
place of origin and/or to their place of arrival as frames of reference. And, second, 
their belonging and ties to both social spaces could be either strong or weak. In classic 
migration theory immigration was mainly considered as a gradual, long-term shifting 
from the national container space of the country of origin to that of the country of arrival. 
In such a model, integration in the new place of arrival is considered as distancing from 
the country of origin and assimilating to the country of arrival. Alternative conceptual 
models and empirical studies have revealed that belongings to the country of origin or 
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of the ancestors and to the country of arrival could stay quite strong or be rather weak 
(Berry, 1997; Berry, Phinney, Sam, & Vedder, 2006). Based on the work of Berry and our 
own empirical studies, this leads to the four combinations of belongings and social 
spaces summarized in Table 1.

Table 1: 
Strong or weak belonging to the social space of origin and the social space of arrival

Belonging to social spaces of arrival 

strong weak

Belonging to 
social spaces 
of departure

strong
Double integration  
in both spaces as  

transnational migrant

Being on mission and/or 
suffering as diaspora or 

return migrant

weak
Emigrant saying 

good-bye and 
assimilating as immigrant

Double marginalization 
as uprooted and not 

arriving migrant

Source: authors’ own elaboration based on Berry (1997)

We could speak of migrants as immigrants, and respectively emigrants, when they 
have resolutely decided to leave their former life behind and begin a different one with 
new social entanglements and shifting collective belongings, attained in a process of 
‘second socialization’, redefining their collective identities and expectations. Millions of 
Europeans left their countries at the turn of the 19th to the 20th century as emigrants 
towards the USA in pursuit of better economic and socio-cultural conditions. They 
integrated into their new homeland with a long-term and unlimited perspective. 
Although they preserved manifold ties to their regions of origin, these were considered 
as spaces of ancestry, historical reminiscence and of farewell.

A second ideal type is the return-migrant who is strongly motivated to return to their 
country of origin and their former life. They maintain social entanglements mainly in 
the place of origin and stick to their former experiences and socialization. They are 
not willing to shift their preferences and expectations and focus on resources in their 
old homeland. For instance, millions of so-called ‘guest workers’ in Europe, who for 
decades lived for instance in Germany or France as their ‘host country’, keeping their 
distance, emphasizing their ‘difference’ and dreaming to return to their places of origin, 
which they thought would remain as they know them.

While emigration or return-migration is characterized by a strong and clear orientation 
to either the country of arrival or the country of origin as a basic frame of reference, 
this is not the case for the two ideal types of diaspora migrants or transnational 
migrants. Diaspora migrants define their belongings in the frame of a specific ‘land of 
promise’, but are open to accept or negotiate living in other places. They manage social 
entanglements and experiences and socialize in different places. They develop hybrid 
identities and combine resources of different places. The classic example is a religious 
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community like the Jewish or the Alevi diasporas distributed all over the world. But we 
could think also of diplomatic corps or business organizations in which envoys and 
expatriates maintain strong social ties to their home country or headquarters to which 
they plan to return. Diaspora migrants perceive of their lives in the countries of arrival 
as a suffering, painful experience or as a mission. 

Finally, transnational migrants or transmigrants typically do not distinguish in this 
way between the country of origin and that of arrival, but develop an ambiguous and 
hybrid mixture of adherence and collective belonging and identity. Transmigrants live 
– mentally and often physically – between and span places in different countries. They 
preserve quite strong adherence and belongings to the countries of origin (their own 
or that of their ancestors) and, at the same time, they extend new entanglements and 
expectations, mixed or hybrid identities and belongings. Examples of such transmigrants 
are frequent in social groups of artists, sportspeople, managers or politicians, but also 
in transnational families of labor migrants between Mexico or the Dominican Republic 
and the USA, or between Poland and Germany (see Pries, 2001, 2010). The four ideal 
types are based only on people’s belongings to spaces of origin and arrival. Many other 
dimensions (like local, national and transnational migration regimes or regional and 
global opportunity structures) might have an influence on their identities and lead to 
super-diversity.

3  Shifting identities and belongings and super-diversity

At the beginning of the 21st century, globalization, transnationalization and increasing 
international migration led to what Vertovec (2007) has coined super-diversity. According 
to this term, in almost all countries of the world, and especially in western European cities 
with large shares of immigrants, the diversity of populations is substantially increasing 
in terms of languages, religious beliefs, cultural habits and customs, citizenship and 
nationality, ethnic self-ascriptions etc. Individuals identify and define themselves by an 
increasing number of markers of preferences, tastes and lifestyles. Especially in cities 
like Brussels or Amsterdam (but also parts of London or Paris), where the ‘old’ dominant 
ethnic majority group becomes minority, the concept of super-diversity could shed light 
on the current dynamics of shifting identity patterns (Crul, 2016).

In times of globalization and transnationalization, of migration and individualization, 
all people around the world increasingly define themselves in a highly differentiated way. 
Additional to the process of self-ascription, ascription and classification by other groups 
or by the state are also of great importance. In the official population census in the 
UK the number of dimensions and corresponding values for each of these dimensions 
increased from 1990 to 2010. Ethnicity, religion, language, citizenship, national identity, 
and country of birth are raised, and each of these categories got more and more values 
(like the ethnic group ascription differentiated according to five skin colors and more 
than twenty geographic origins). There are similar processes in countries like Canada 
or the USA where the so-called minority groups grow stronger in the dynamics of 
identifying, perceiving and acknowledging these groups in the processes of political 
representations and claims making (Pries, 2013). Herein, sometimes identity is defined 
by self-ascription, in other occasions by ascription via other social groups or through 
the political and administrative system. In Germany, for example the introduction of 
the statistical category of the ‘person with a migrant background’ in the micro census 
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law of 2005 gave rise to critical debates about the discriminating effects of such an 
attribution by others (Pries, 2018).

The latter mechanism – discrimination and marginalization of certain social groups 
based on attributed categories – led some scientists and political activists to reject any 
kind of integration concept and wording. In 2010 a group of around 3,800 people – 
intellectuals, scientists, artists etc. – published the document “Democracy in spite of 
Integration!” and declared: “We live in a society of immigration. That means: if we want 
to speak about the relationship and living together in this society, we have to stop 
speaking of integration” (trans. by authors) (Netzwerk für Kritische Migrations- und 
Grenzregimeforschung, 2010). The authors make an understandable effort to criticize 
assimilationist concepts of integration. However, by radically tabooing the topics and 
even the very terms of arriving and integration, they risk neglecting those unavoidable 
challenges related to the topics of arriving, integration and negotiation of identities and 
belonging in transnational contexts. Abandoning the term ‘integration’ would delete a 
category of great analytical value in the scientific discourse on identities and belonging. 
That would be similar to mechanisms of tabooing religious issues in public life and the 
official census in France and will most certainly have similar consequences for social 
science (Pries, 2013). 

More recently, in a similar way some colleagues invent new terms with ‘post-
migration society’ and the need for ‘post-migrant perspectives’. Their aim is to describe 
migration-induced societal changes that follow societal negotiation processes on 
identities after the official political acknowledgment of Germany being a country of 
Immigration (Foroutan, 2019, p.18). By using these terms Foroutan intends to describe 
a status that “overcomes binary categories of migrants and locals”. Although the critique 
of xenophobia, discrimination, social exclusion, populist or assimilationist framing of 
the migration and integration discourse that come along with this are understandable, 
we do not consider the limited concept of ‘post-migration’ as needed and helpful to 
describe social dynamics in societies shaped by migration. It is a fact that we live in a 
society of immigration where belonging and participation have always been subject 
to processes of negotiation and for almost half a century we have known about the 
ambivalence of social ascriptions and attributions (Hollinger, 2005). 

We should be aware that human development and culture are always based on 
socially produced distinctions, concepts, and symbolic communication as well as on 
experiences of belonging. Collective identities and social belongings rest on socially 
constructed characteristics and on attributions of oneself and others. Attributions of 
belonging are related to power relations and social conflicts over resources, interests and 
recognition. They always are and have to be negotiated. Attributions of belonging are 
stabilized and essentialized through legal, normative and cognitive institutionalization 
of social spaces. The predominant categories and concepts of belongings vary between 
(social) spaces as well as in time. Based on these basic insights on the dynamics of 
globalization and transnationalization of social spaces and – as the other side of 
the same processes – the development of super-diversities and ever more complex 
mechanisms of belongings and identities, we can now ask: How do these processes 
manifest in the education system? What does it mean in terms of specific challenges 
and opportunities for schools in Germany?
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4  Shifting identities and belongings as challenges for the German 
education system

Not only in Germany, but in many European countries the predominant idea of a 
nation state based on ethnic, cultural and linguistic homogeneity of people, which 
we discussed previously, has been increasingly challenged by transnational migration 
and the ‘diversification of diversity’. Transnational migration as well as increasing 
heterogeneity and cultural diversity represent significant challenges for contemporary 
educational systems, in Germany and elsewhere. However, according to Gogolin (2011), 
the dominant pedagogical discourse still follows the logic of a binary construction of 
reality, operating with notions like immigrant or native, allochthon or autochthon, 
monolingual or bilingual, integrated or unintegrated, assimilated or marginalized. 
Such bifurcations are widespread in societies as well as in schools as their ‘mirrors’. This 
‘diversification of diversity’, especially since the 1990s, can be observed in the German 
school system and helps us understand the ‘normal’ or ‘typical’ student and teacher.

As a result of various migration waves of the 20th and 21st centuries, the German 
education system has witnessed a steadily increasing diversity among students. In 
fact, according to the Mikrozensus 2018, 37% of all students in Germany had a migrant 
background (see Statistisches Bundesamt, 2019b).2 Moreover, in some big culturally 
diverse cities like Hamburg, Berlin or in cities of the Rhine-Ruhr area, students with a 
migrant background constitute the majority in the classrooms (Statistisches Bundesamt, 
2019b). However, despite the high general significance of a migrant background for 
the educational system, which was also recognized at the Conference of Ministers of 
Education and Cultural Affairs in 2005, the decision to record migrant background in 
nationwide school statistics is waiting for its implementation, since only the status of 
current nationality is recorded there (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2019a). 

Nevertheless, 2001 was the first year when school achievement studies like the Program 
for International Student Assessment (PISA) delivered empirical evidence that the German 
education system had not managed to adapt to the new societal reality of super-diversity 
so far. The results of PISA 2000, known as “PISA shock” in public and scientific discourse, 
clearly showed that students with a migrant background are considerably disadvantaged 
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2001). Germany 
was revealed to have the highest correlation between the migrant background and the 
educational achievement of students among industrialized countries (Auernheimer, 
2006). Before this PISA study, German educational researchers and practitioners had 
not seriously considered the ethnic or cultural backgrounds of students nor the topics 
of identity and belonging – except for some experts on intercultural or (qualitative) 
migration studies who were marginal in the broader landscape of (quantitative) empirical 
educational research and school practice. However, when the first results of the PISA 
study were published, intercultural educational research grew more and more important 
(Gogolin, 2002). At the level of federal states, for instance in North Rhine-Westphalia, 
statistical approaches were developed in order to capture students’ migrant background, 
thus enabling analysis of their educational performance or possible educational 
disadvantages (Kemper, 2017; Kühne, 2015; Schräpler & Jeworutzki, 2016).

The education system in Germany has been unanimously considered as deeply 
unequal, ‘hierarchical’ and ‘exclusive’ with a strong tendency to reproduce social 
inequality due to the institutional mechanisms (Fernandez-Kelly, 2012; Gogolin, 2008). 
Furthermore, Gomolla and Radtke (2009), after analyzing established practices in 

2  The category ‘migrant background’ was first introduced in Mikrozensus 2005, due to the Mikrozensus Act of 2004. A person is 
determined to have a migrant background if he or she or at least one parent was not born with German citizenship. 
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internal school organizations, identified various modes of institutional discrimination 
of students, either direct or indirect. There are multiple structural reasons for 
educational inequalities. First, the German education system could be considered as 
highly selective, although Germany signed the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities (United Nations, 2006) in 2009 and despite attempts by some federal 
states to implement integrated schools that offer extended learning times and different 
certificates including the German high school certificate (Abitur). Despite the fact that 
federal states are responsible for school and higher education and that there are actually 
16 school education systems in which different attempts have been made to smooth the 
selective nature and discriminating effects, the common three-tier school system has 
been the subject of controversy. On the one hand, there is a recommendation system 
for a secondary school decision at a very young age of 10 to 11 years, based on parents’ 
wishes and recommendations given by primary school teachers. On the other hand, 
enrolment in one of the secondary school types gives access to academic education, 
whereby the lower secondary school (Hauptschule) has been considered as the so-
called ‘school for the rest’ – that is, for children from socially disadvantaged families 
and/or students with a migrant background (Fernandez-Kelly, 2012; Miera, 2007). This 
stratification of German secondary school education was increasingly criticized as a 
consequence of the PISA results in 2001 and – starting with the city states of Bremen, 
Hamburg and Berlin, was reshaped into a more inclusive one since then by abandoning 
the three-tier system, especially the type of Hauptschule. 

Second, until 1996 German educational policies reflected the general idea of Germany 
as a non-immigration country – which to a great extent contributed to migrants’ 
separation from the society of arrival. Only in 1996 the Conference of Ministers of 
Education and Cultural Affairs (Kultusministerkonferenz KMK, 1996/2013) published the 
recommendation “Intercultural Education at School” (trans. by authors), acknowledging 
cultural diversity in the classroom and understanding intercultural education as a task 
both for ethnic and cultural minorities and for the society of arrival as a whole. This 
agreement could be interpreted as a paradigm shift, a first answer to challenges of 
the increasingly diverse society and a step towards creating an ethnically and culturally 
diverse school culture without institutional discrimination (Faas, 2008; Karakaşoğlu, 
Linnemann, & Vogel, 2019; Miera, 2007).

Another element of the German education system, which has recently received 
a lot of attention in political discourse on diversity at schools, is the lack of teachers 
with a migrant background. In 2017 only 8% of German teachers were estimated to 
have a migrant background, whereas in other academic professions this number was 
about three times higher (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2018). In light of the increasing 
cultural diversity as well as rising numbers of students with a migrant background on 
the one hand and the obvious lack of teachers with a migrant background on the other, 
Chancellor Angela Merkel stated in 2015 that we need more teachers with a migrant 
background. At the same time, some studies are concerned not only with institutional 
discrimination of students with migration roots, but also with the discrimination of 
teachers with a migrant background (Fereidooni, 2015; Georgi, Ackermann, & Karakaş, 
2011). In his quantitative and qualitative study, Fereidooni (2015) describes the German 
school as a highly monolingual space, which has a “specific idea of what the teachers 
working in it look like” (p. 304). 

Many scholars acknowledge the ongoing existence of the ‘monolingual’ and 
‘monocultural’ habitus of the German education system (Fereidooni, 2015; Georgi, 
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Ackermann, & Karakaş, 2011; Gogolin, 2008). In other words, the school as an institution 
still puts pressure on its actors, students as well as teachers, to assimilate towards an 
imagined ‘majority culture’. However, such a concept does not correspond to the reality 
of a super-diverse society and a super-diverse school. Such a forced assimilation idea 
contrasts with children’s ethnic and cultural roots, hinders the process of appropriate 
identity building and may weaken the sense of belonging. Students as well as teachers 
with migrant backgrounds are as diverse as the four different ideal types of migrant 
sketched out above. They could successfully arrive and integrate in Germany only if 
their preferred balance between identity and belonging to the country of origin and to 
that of arrival is understood and respected (OECD, 2017).

The high number of refugee children, who arrived in Germany during the 2010s, 
represents a more recent challenge for the German educational system, which demands 
an ad hoc but also sustainable institutional response. Some tendencies in this respect 
are already visible. Namely, while school as an institution is learning the lessons of 
the past in terms of recognition of ethnic-cultural differences, in the case of refugees 
some scholars still argue that separation should be preferred over inclusion (Koehler 
& Schneider, 2019). Recent PISA results also emphasize that there is much more to be 
done to promote equal opportunities in German schools (OECD, 2019). 

Finally, the long tradition of neglecting the fact that Germany is a country of 
immigration is reflected in significant stratification of students with and without migrant 
background according to school types on the one hand and in the very low number of 
teachers with a migrant background on the other. In other words, the German reality 
of a super-diverse society goes hand in hand with a still highly segregated education 
system. In this respect Auernheimer (2006) even since the early 1990s has highlighted 
the dysfunctionality of the German school system for the immigration society.

However, many scholars argue that, to successfully manage all the challenges of the 
German system of education discussed above, the German school needs a fundamental 
reorientation to break up patterns of ethnocentric thought and action. There is a 
need for a reorientation at the level of teacher training, the curriculum level, and at 
the level of school organization. After recognizing the increasing heterogeneity, the 
German education system has to reconsider its contribution to avoiding institutional 
discrimination by offering equal opportunities for participation (Dirim & Mecheril, 2018).

Furthermore, some scholars hold that the momentum and inertia of the educational 
system are partly due to an exaggerated federalism. Namely, the fact that all educational 
issues are structured and decided at the level of the federal states hinders a joint 
and substantial reform (Hepp, 2011; Sachverständigenrat deutscher Stiftungen für 
Integration und Migration, 2012).

5  Conclusion

There is no way to escape the need to distinguish between ‘us’ and ‘them’ – whatever the 
markers and layers of belonging might be. Social life and its perceptions are differentiated 
according to socially constructed categories like class, ethnicity, culture, nation, age, 
gender etc. On the one hand, the borders of belonging are based on historical events 
and collective experiences, on interests and cognitive maps, on social institutions as 
sediments of former conflicts and contentious politics of belonging. There actually 
exist stereotypes about what ‘Britishness’ is, in what aspects Germans, Dutch people 
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or French are alike, along with prejudices about typical behavior and habits of Turks, 
Surinamese or Muslims, about men and women, high- and low-qualified persons, old 
and young people. Such patterns of belonging are ascribed by ‘us’ and/or by ‘them’, they 
appear as durable and stable as rocks and they are actually inscribed into institutions as 
legal entitlements, education system, labor markets and a structure of public opinion. 
The long history of promoting the idea of national identities, of antisemitism, of gender 
roles or of class stereotypes are examples of the durability of patterns of belonging. 

On the other side, belongings are always the outcome of active processes of 
remembering as ex-post reconstruction; belongings have to be created and recreated 
from generation to generation, they are adapted and changed according to new 
situations, power relations, interests and beliefs. During the last decades the social 
construction of gender roles has been revealed and analyzed in myriad ways. Also, 
national identities and nations have been studied as “imagined communities” (Anderson, 
1983). In a similar way, race and ethnicity were detailed as nothing fixed and ‘objective’ 
or ‘biological’, but as socially constructed categories of belonging. Boundaries of 
belonging in the field of migration and migrants’ labor-market participation are shifting 
and being shifted. Concerning the question of collective identities, the increasingly 
multi-dimensional and multi-level aspects of belongings have led to the idea of super-
diversity. 

Transnational migration, increasing heterogeneity and cultural diversity as well 
as related shifts in identity and belonging represent significant challenges for the 
contemporary system of education in Germany. These tasks are now acknowledged 
in science and society. However, to successfully deal with the reality of super-diversity 
and complex mechanisms of identity formation and belonging in German classrooms, 
the German education system has to overcome its ‘monocultural’ and ‘monolingual’ 
habitus, which still continues to exist (Georgi, Ackermann, & Karakaş, 2011; Gogolin, 
2008; Fereidooni, 2015). 

Since the process of forming identity and belonging should be considered an open-
ended one, the crucial role of school in that process should not be underestimated. 
Yet the German education system, facing multiple orientations and belongings of 
students as well as increasing diversity, obviously still fails to offer equal opportunities 
of participation. In other words, first, we are witnessing a gap between diversification 
of identity and belonging on the one hand and continuity of an idea of a homogenous 
‘majority culture’ on the other, and second, there still exists structural inequality due to 
a school system that despite the federal government’s signing of the UN Convention on 
the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United Nations, 2006) is still failing to implement 
an inclusionary system across the different German Länder. 

Finally, it is crucial to address the topic of shifting identities and belonging in the 
education context in order to manage the given increasing cultural diversity in German 
schools both as a considerable challenge and as an opportunity for generations ahead.
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Abstract

This chapter applies Critical Race Theory (CRT) to an analysis of racism in 
contemporary education. I explore the ‘business-as-usual’ forms of racism that 
saturate the everyday world of schools; and show how so-called colour-blindness 
closes down critical discussion and denies the significance of racism. Finally, the 
chapter reflects on the nature of White supremacy in contemporary European 
societies.

1 Thinking critically about race

Critical Race Theory (CRT) began in US law schools in the 1970s and 1980s, and has grown 
to become an international and interdisciplinary movement (Delgado & Stefancic, 2000; 
Taylor, Gillborn, & Ladson-Billings, 2016). There is no single unchanging statement 
that defines CRT; the approach is constantly developing. Nevertheless, there are key 
signature themes (sometimes called tenets) that characterize CRT and, in particular, 
set the approach apart from traditional perspectives on ethnic diversity. One of the 
earliest descriptions, focusing on six ‘defining elements’, was co-authored by four of the 
foundational figures in legal CRT; Charles Lawrence III, Mari Matsuda, Richard Delgado 
and Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw (1993, pp. 6-7):

1. Critical race theory recognizes that racism is endemic to American life.
2.  Critical race theory expresses scepticism toward dominant legal claims 

of neutrality, objectivity, colour-blindness and meritocracy.
3.  Critical race theory challenges ahistoricism and insists on a contextual/

historical analysis of the law. 
4.  Critical race theory insists on recognition of the experiential knowledge 

of people of colour.
5. Critical race theory is interdisciplinary and eclectic.
6.  Critical race theory works toward the end of eliminating racial oppression 

as part of the broader goal of ending all forms of oppression.

Underlying all CRT is an understanding of ‘race’ as a social construct, a recognition that 
the things that human beings typically use as signifiers of race are entirely superficial – 
skin colour, hair texture, facial features and the like. These are arbitrary markers in the 
sense that they have no inherent significance – rather, they have become endowed with 
meaning through social processes. Contrary to ‘common-sense’ assumptions, ‘race’ is 
not based on a fixed and natural system of genetic difference; in fact, ‘race’ is a system 
of socially constructed and enforced categories that are constantly recreated and 
modified through human interaction. This is why different societies have contrasting 
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beliefs about how many groups are thought to exist and how they are identified; in each 
case these assumptions reflect the societies’ particular histories of slavery, colonialism 
and racism. As Warmington (2014) notes, CRT adopts a position that views race “as both 
unreal (as a scientific category) and real (as a social tool)” (p. 10). CRT is not alone in 
understanding race as a social construct. However, it does not view racism as merely 
a complicating factor, derived from another more fundamental social division (such as 
class) – rather CRT views race and racism as major fault lines in society; becoming more 
and less prominent at different times but always operating with brutal material force, 
in ways that may intersect with other divisions, but which deserve to be placed at the 
very centre of analysis in their own right.

2 Racism in the everyday world of schools

As several studies have shown, over the last half-century issues of racism, ‘race 
relations’ and ‘race’ equity have featured differently in English education policy. From 
early post-war ignorance and neglect, through periods of overt assimilationist and 
integrationist policies (Tomlinson, 1977, 2008; Mullard, 1982). Despite superficial 
changes in language and tone, for most of the time a constant feature is that race 
equity has been largely absent from flagship education policy. Superficially there have 
been significant changes. For example, during much of the 1980s and ’90s successive 
Conservative administrations – reflecting Margaret Thatcher’s famous assertion that 
there is “no such thing as society” (Thatcher, 1993, p. 626) – insisted that the only fair 
approach was a ‘colour-blind’ perspective that denied any legitimacy to group-based 
analyses and claims. In a stark reversal of this language, Tony Blair’s incoming New 
Labour administration of 1997 openly named race inequity as an unacceptable feature 
of the education system and even cited critical research that had raised questions 
about teachers’ role in producing raced inequities in school (Department for Education 
and Employment [DfEE], 1997). Unfortunately, the tangible outcomes of this approach 
mostly concerned granting funding to a handful of minority ethnic schools on the basis 
of a distinctive religious identity, for example creating the first state-funded Muslim 
schools (Figueroa, 2004). 

The early 2000s saw a flurry of apparent activity following “The Stephen Lawrence 
Inquiry Report” (Macpherson, 1999), which identified institutional racism as a serious 
problem that required urgent action across public services (including the criminal justice 
system and education). Unfortunately, this focus was soon abandoned; the Department 
for Education’s “five year strategy”, for example, was published amid great publicity in 
the summer of 2004. Running to more than 100 pages, the document set out Labour’s 
proposals for the next five years of education policy. ‘Minority ethnic’ pupils were granted 
a single mention in the text; a 25-word paragraph headed ‘low achieving minority ethnic 
groups’ (Department for Education and Skills [DfES], 2004, p. 60). The word ‘racism’ did not 
appear at all; neither did the more sanitized concepts of ‘prejudice’ and ‘discrimination’. In 
contrast, ‘business’ and ‘businesses’ appeared 36 times, and ‘standards’ appeared on 65 
separate occasions: the latter equates to an average reiteration of ‘standards’ once every 
page and a half. Clearly, the five-year strategy prioritized an official version of ‘standards’ 
in education, but one could legitimately ask ‘standards for whom’? 

Following a general election in 2010, UK politics shifted to the right and race equity 
was further demoted. Indeed, a concerted campaign (involving politicians, media and 
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right-wing think tanks) has largely erased race inequity as an educational concern. 
One of the most powerful policy and media tropes now presents ‘White working class’ 
students as the most disadvantaged group. Based on a systematic mis-representation 
of official data (see Gillborn, 2010, 2013), this view of White people as an excluded group 
has continued to gather momentum.

Regardless of the political persuasion of the incumbent political party, therefore, 
race equity has constantly to fight for legitimacy as a significant topic for education 
policymakers. This is a key part of the way in which education policy is implicated in 
White supremacy. 

Traditionally, racism is seen as a relatively rare occurrence, usually associated with 
crude and obvious acts of race hatred and discrimination. But critical researchers have 
shown that racism also operates in ways that are quite subtle and extremely common, 
what Delgado and Stefancic (2000) term “business-as-usual forms of racism” (p. xvi). 
The people involved in racist acts might be completely unaware of their role; indeed, 
they may be well intentioned. White teachers often find themselves implicated in a 
series of practices that actively reinforce and remake race inequity, e.g. through their 
teaching styles, selection of curricular materials, testing regimes and routine decisions 
about what constitute signs of ability and disorder (see Ladson-Billings, 1998).

There is a wide range of qualitative research that documents everyday life inside 
multi-ethnic schools and universities. Although the studies have been conducted by 
critical scholars from different ethnic backgrounds, working in a variety of educational 
systems, the findings are remarkably consistent (Gillborn, 2008; Irvine, 2018; Lynn & 
Dixson, 2013). Classroom research shows that White people tend to have very different 
stereotypes of different minority groups. For example, some ‘Asian’ groups (especially 
Chinese and Indian students) are usually assumed to be hard working, respectful, 
quiet high achievers; they are more likely to be placed in high-ranked teaching groups, 
where they access the best resources and are taught by the most experienced teachers. 
In contrast, Black students (with family backgrounds in Africa and/or the Caribbean) 
experience the opposite stereotype. White teachers generally expect Black students to 
present disciplinary problems rather than excel academically. In school, Black students 
are often placed in lower-ranked teaching groups than White peers with similar test 
scores; this leads to them covering less of the curriculum, they are frequently taught 
by less experienced teachers, and they tend to be disciplined more severely than White 
peers engaged in the same acts. Black adults have complained about similar problems 
in numerous professions, including education, the criminal justice system, and the 
health service. Black staff are more likely to be on temporary contracts, more likely to 
be disciplined, but less likely to be promoted to senior ranks (Bhopal, 2016; Rollock, 
2019). These problems typically arise from the mundane everyday life of educational 
institutions. Often the interactions are not at all dramatic, simply ‘business-as-usual’ 
small, routine decisions that keep favouring White people over Black people. Sometimes 
described as ‘micro-aggressions’ (Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solórzano, 2009), the incidents 
might appear small in isolation but their cumulative effect is extraordinarily powerful 
and destructive. For example, data on school achievement frequently show systematic 
inequalities of outcome for certain minoritized groups. 

Figure 1 illustrates 25 years of race inequity in examination achievement in England. 
The data compare the success of students who are categorized as ‘White British’ and 
‘Black Caribbean’ (a term used in the UK census by people with family heritage in the 
Caribbean). It is important to note that in the UK, ethnic origin does not necessarily 
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denote any difference in citizenship status; both White and Black Caribbean students 
share many key characteristics; they are overwhelmingly British citizens, born and raised 
in the UK, and they speak English as their first language. The inequity in achievement, 
therefore, cannot be simply explained in terms of deficit analyses that view Black 
students as outsiders to the society and education system. 

Figure 1:  The odds of success: White students relative to Black Caribbean peers  
(England, 1988 – 2013) 

Figure 1 uses a calculation of ‘odds ratios’, which compare the chance of success for 
White students relative to their Black peers: an odds ratio of 1 would denote that 
the two groups had an equal chance of success; a score less than 1 would indicate 
that White children had less chance of success, and a score greater than 1 shows 
how much more likely White students are to achieve the required grades. The data 
indicate a consistent and significant pattern of White racial advantage. During the quarter 
century covered by the data, White students have always enjoyed a greater chance of 
success, sometimes at more than twice the Black level. Mainstream commentators and 
policymakers often try to explain such disparities by invoking supposed deficits on the 
part of Black students; a common argument is that the disparity really measures class 
not race disadvantage, that is, that Black students are more likely to live in economic 
disadvantage and this depresses their attainment. However, recent studies have shown 
that Black achievement inequities are actually greater when comparing students from 

Source: odds ratios taken from Gillborn, Demack, Rollock, and Warmington (2017), based on official statistics 1988-2013
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relatively advantaged economic backgrounds (Rollock, Gillborn, Vincent, & Ball, 2015). 
It is not the case, therefore, that race inequity is simply a reflection of socioeconomic 
differences.

The English education system has a long-established track record of producing 
outcomes marked by Black racial disadvantage. Despite successive governments 
claiming to value equality of opportunity, it is clear from the evidence that policy 
has failed to eradicate race inequity in education. In part this reflects policymakers’ 
unwillingness to focus on the needs of minoritized students in general, and Black 
students in particular. This is because policymakers’ first and overwhelming concern 
is to protect the interests of White people, especially White elites. Of course, this 
strategy is not presented in such bold terms; indeed, policymakers frequently excuse 
their inaction on race inequity as a principled stand reflecting a so-called ‘colour-blind’ 
approach.

3 Whiteness and White people

It is useful to remind ourselves that Whiteness and White people are different things. 
In general terms, Whiteness refers to a system of beliefs, practices, and assumptions 
that constantly centre the interests of White people, especially White elites. People who 
identify or are identified by others as White often act in the interests of Whiteness, but 
that is not automatic nor inevitable. White-identified people can challenge Whiteness, 
just as people of colour can sometimes become vocal advocates for Whiteness. As Zeus 
Leonardo (2002) notes, “‘Whiteness’ is a racial discourse, whereas the category ‘white 
people’ represents a socially constructed identity, usually based on skin color” (p. 31).

4 From colour-blind to colour evasion and racism denial

“I think that the true racist sees everything in terms of race, or colour. Surely what we 
should be aiming to be is colour blind.” 

Philip Davies, Member of Parliament (as cited in Sweney, 2014)

This statement was made by a Conservative politician criticizing a company’s moves to 
increase the diversity of its employees. His comments are a perfect example of a long-
standing attack on measures that seek to directly address race inequity; the position 
argues that a focus on race is by definition racist; therefore, the only legitimate way 
ahead is to refuse to recognize race – to be ‘colour-blind’. 

Numerous studies have shown that a claim to be blind to colour – to simply treat all 
people alike – tends to benefit the already powerful by defending and extending White 
racial advantage (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Burke, 2019; Haney-Lopez, 2007). Advocates of 
colour-blindness often portray themselves as occupying the moral high ground by rising 
above petty racialized disputes in order to see the worth of people as individuals. In 
practice, however, colour-blindness has become an argument to ignore race inequality 
and silence critical discussion of racism in all but its most crude and obvious forms. 
Indeed, Annamma, Jackson, and Morrison (2017) argue that we should abandon the 
term ‘colour-blind’ and replace it with the more accurate colour-evasiveness:
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Color-evasiveness as an expanded racial ideology acknowledges that to avoid talking 
about race is a way to willfully ignore the experiences of people of color, and makes the 
goal of erasure more fully discernible. In other words, to use the term ‘evade’ highlights 
an attempt to obliterate. (p. 156)

As a challenge to so-called colour-blindness, the term colour evasion has several 
advantages; it makes clear that adopting this stance is a deliberate and destructive act. 
Colour evasion is neither innocent nor passive; it is an active refusal to engage with race 
inequality. Regardless of the moral, theoretical, or practical arguments that might be 
used to defend colour-blind ideology, in practice the position is an assertion that the 
experiences of minoritized groups are not important enough to be considered or acted 
on. In essence, colour-blindness acts as both colour evasion (we should not talk about 
race) and racism denial (racism isn’t a serious enough problem to justify such attention). 
The new term also avoids feeding into patronizing and discriminatory assumptions 
about people with visual impairments. Blind and partially-sighted people are able 
to perceive the world in great complexity, but the term colour-blindness equates a 
disability with a kind of ignorance or lack of perception.

5 White people: not just another ethnic group

A Whiteness trope that is growing in popularity, on both sides of the Atlantic, trades on 
the assertion that White people are just another ethnic group. This is an unusual tactic 
because historically Whiteness has gained a great deal of its strength from asserting 
the absence of ethnicity, as if an ethnic identity is something that Other people have; 
for example ethnic is often used as a code for non-White, and White is synonymous with 
“normal” (Delgado & Stefancic, 1997). White racism is quick to morph to new conditions 
and opportunities (Gillborn, 2018); CRT suggests, therefore, that when White people 
seek to embrace the status of an ethnic group, we should examine how this might 
serve the interests of White powerholders. Current advocates of Whiteness as an ethnic 
identity, in the United States and the United Kingdom, construct a worldview where White 
racism is presented as merely a natural preference for one’s own people. Most tellingly, 
this tactic presents White people’s actions in defence of their existing advantages 
(and their continued oppression of others) as a legitimate form of identity politics. In 
2017, for example, Policy Exchange (a London-based rightist think tank) published a 
report entitled ‘Racial Self-Interest’ is not Racism, authored by Eric Kaufmann, Professor 
of Politics at Birkbeck College, University of London. Kaufmann (2019) subsequently 
expanded the arguments into his book “Whiteshift: Populism, Immigration and the 
Future of White Majorities”. The latter begins: “We need to talk about white identity. 
Not as a fabrication designed to maintain power, but as a set of myths and symbols to 
which people are attached: an ethnic identity like any other” (p. 1).

And so, the second line of the book sets out one of its dominant themes: White 
identity deserves the same respect and understanding as “any other” (non-majority) 
identity. The book’s release was covered in The Times newspaper with the stunningly 
insensitive (or perhaps deliberately crass and provocative) title “Don’t lynch me for 
spelling out what immigration means” (Hemming, 2018). Kaufmann’s argument is that 
commentators have been too quick to denounce White group interests as racist and 
that this has closed down debate and forced White people towards extremist nationalist 
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positions. Launching Kaufmann’s (2017) report, Policy Exchange’s Head of Demography, 
Integration and Immigration David Goodhart argued:

The challenge here is to distinguish between white racism and white identity politics. 
The latter may be clannish and insular, but it is not the same as irrational hatred, fear 
or contempt for another group - the normal definition of racism. [...] The liberal reflex 
to tar legitimate majority grievances with the brush of racism risks deepening western 
societies’ cultural divides. (Policy Exchange, 2017)

Note that a false distinction is drawn here between White racism (limited to the most 
extreme and obvious forms of “irrational hatred, fear or contempt for another group”) 
and White “identity politics” (which is described as “legitimate” grievances). In this way, 
racism is redefined in the narrowest way possible as “irrational hatred”. This means that 
systemic inequities that persistently and significantly favour White people (for example 
in the economy, health, the criminal justice system, and education) are simply ruled out 
of bounds. Such differences cannot be racist in the Goodhart/Kaufmann universe (even 
though they favour one group at the expense of others) because they do not arise from 
plain, simple, deliberate, and overtly fascistic politics. In this way, such arguments close 
down critical discussion of pernicious and widespread structural racism. The move 
is disguised as thoughtful, even academic, but the consequence of this argument is 
that White people would be free to say and do almost anything (short of violence) to 
protect their own racial self-interest. From a CRT perspective White people (in the US, 
UK, Europe and Australasia) are not “an ethnic identity like any other”. They are the 
dominant holders of power, and their move to protect their existing slice of the cake 
is not a romantic strategy to protect some folkloric image of red-cheeked children in 
an innocent past; it is an attempt to safeguard an oppressive and racist status quo. 
Whiteness enforces its power in numerous ways, sometimes subtly, sometimes less so. 
Kaufmann (2019) strikes an ominous tone early and often:

The loss of white ethno-cultural confidence manifests itself in other ways. Among the 
most important is a growing unwillingness to indulge the anti-white ideology of the 
cultural left. When whites were an overwhelming majority, empirically unsupported 
generalizations about whites could be brushed off as amusing and mischievous but 
ultimately harmless. As whites decline, fewer are willing to abide such attacks. (p. 2)

And so, the view of White people as just another ethnic group (which happens to control 
the levers of power across society) is married to an implicit threat: Don’t call us racist 
because you’ll make us angry, and you won’t like White people when we’re frightened and 
angry. 

White people exert disproportionate power and influence. They cannot merely 
look out for their own interests because, in contrast to Black, Latinx, Roma and other 
minoritized groups, White movements are not pursuing equity and social justice; they 
are generally seeking to preserve inequity and injustice.

6 Europe and the mainstreaming of race hatred

The global economic crisis of 2008 sparked a wave of regressive social policies across 
major ‘Western’ economies that provided a potent breeding ground for ever more 
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vocal and extreme racist sentiment. No European state has been immune to the rise in 
populism, indeed many have seen electoral gains by right-wing (sometimes far-right/
neo-fascist) parties and witnessed growing racist violence, often linked to the so-called 
‘migration crisis’ arising from wars in the Middle East and parts of Africa (Amnesty 
International, 2018; Rankin, 2018). The rise in racist street violence is an obvious 
indication of the worsening state of race and racism in Europe and North America, 
but, as I have already noted, racism also takes more subtle and insidious forms. There 
is insufficient space here to chart the multiple ways in which White supremacy has 
extended its grip on mainstream politics; instead I will comment on a single episode 
that illustrates the further normalization of anti-minority sentiment in Europe.

In 2017 the Dutch general election appeared to offer hope when the far-right 
xenophobic Partij voor de Vrijheid (Party for Freedom), led by Geert Wilders, failed to 
win a majority. The BBC headlined its coverage, “Dutch election: European relief as 
mainstream triumphs” (BBC News, 2017). Henley (2017a) reported that the result was 
greeted enthusiastically by numerous European governments:

• “a good day for democracy” (Germany)
• “a clear victory against extremism” (France)
• “a show of responsibility and maturity” (Spain)
• “serious politics” (Denmark)
• “responsible leadership” (Sweden)
• “a rejection of popularism” (Norway)

The air of celebration, however, misunderstands (or misrepresents) just how far to the 
right mainstream political discourse has now swung. A few weeks before the election the 
incumbent prime minister, Mark Rutte, shifted his policies to the right and adopted anti-
immigrant rhetoric. Rutte (2017) published an open letter to “all Dutch people”, stating 
that the country faced a problem because of people who “abuse our freedom […] while 
they have come to our country for that freedom”. People who “harass gays, or whistle 
at women in short skirts, or brand ordinary Dutch people racists”. He went on to say 
that ‘‘if you so fundamentally reject this country, then I’d prefer it if you leave” (Henley, 
2017b). And so the Dutch prime minister, whose victory was so warmly welcomed a few 
weeks later, had effectively declared anyone as unfit to live in the country if they dared 
“brand ordinary Dutch people racists”. This is how far ‘mainstream’ political discourse 
has shifted to the right. Racist and anti-immigrant sentiment have become normalized 
to the degree that, even when we think that racist political parties have been defeated 
in elections, they have often succeeded in changing the political landscape.

7 Conclusions

In this chapter I have applied CRT to an examination of racism in education and society. 
I have shown how CRT understands racism as a wide-ranging, complex, often hidden 
aspect of social life. CRT’s ability to unmask the everyday ‘business-as-usual’ forms of 
racism is especially important. I have argued that even well-intentioned teachers can 
be caught up in processes that remake and extend racist inequity, for example, through 
decisions about identifying ability and indiscipline – decisions that frequently encode 
long-standing racist stereotypes. I have also shown how so-called ‘colour-blindness’ 
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acts as an ideological excuse for inaction, resulting in race evasion and racism denial. 
The evidence demonstrates that policymakers’ claims of a commitment to inclusion, 
fairness and race equality cannot be taken at face value. Mainstream assumptions 
about steady incremental progress are contradicted by long-term patterns of persistent 
and significant race inequity. These patterns reflect the reality of societies that are 
structured by historical and contemporary deep-rooted racism and yet where the 
mainstream discourse continues to treat race and racism as marginal issues. CRT offers 
a fundamental challenge to these assumptions by emphasizing that a critical analysis 
should adopt a perspective that takes seriously the experiences and understandings 
of minoritized people: White people do not have an automatic right to define what is 
‘normal’ or important; White people are not always the best placed to say what is fair 
and just. 
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Abstract

This paper takes issue with the relations between modern secular education 
and religion by taking the main sector of public education in Israel as a case 
study. By focusing particularly on the educational arena in Israel, the paper 
presents two reflections. First, that the ‘secular‘ is not a universal category but 
a culturally dependent one that already makes a distinction between ‘insiders’ 
and ‘outsiders’. Second, and in building on the first reflection, that any appeal for 
integration in education should also include an engagement with the variety of 
religious identities that may challenge some of the most intimate secular views 
and concepts, including the concept of integration itself. To present the case, the 
paper starts with a theoretical framework, followed by a brief examination of the 
Israeli case study. The paper concludes by exploring some of the questions that 
these discussions may present for education. 

1 Introductory remarks 

That the ‘secular’, in the European context, actually means ‘secularized-Christian’, was a 
generational truism in the German intellectual world of the twentieth century. Scholars 
such as Theodor Adorno, Hannah Arendt, Leo Strauss, or Herbert Marcuse (to name 
a few), who differed on almost every issue, and contested each other on almost every 
corner, were united in this supposition. Even Kafka thought that theology (meaning 
Christian theology) “was the main resource for our conceptual commitments” (North, 
2015, p. 6). Karl Löwith (1949) summarized the point by noting that the modern way 
of thinking secularizes the Christian theological (for him mainly eschatological) ideas 
although it tends to forget, perhaps intentionally ignore, this fact. The point to note 
is that for this generation of mostly secular scholars a – one could say – theological 
unconscious runs through secular-modernity. This theological undercurrent applies 
also to the political world and in particular to the nation-state, which – as Eisenstadt 
(2002) for example noted well – tends to fall back on sacred processes of meaning 
making. A secular political world is not considered to be one that exorcises the daemons 
of religion in any simple sense, but rather one that reworks religious language and 
symbolism in new and compound ways. For these scholars there is an entanglement 
of ‘the secular’ and ‘the religious’, rather than a stark separation, which applies to the 
secular scene itself.

Of course, this generational outlook gave rise to considerable scholarly debates 
that lie however somewhat beyond the limits of this short paper. Still, the reason for 
opening with this type of critical awareness to the relations between secular modernity 
and religion lies in that I find it quite challenging, and in this sense helpful, for any 
contemporary theoretical discussion of education in ‘transnational’ constellations. 
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Whatever we think of the term ‘transnational’ today – and we may have different 
understandings of this term – it involves, at least in the last two decades, also the return 
of religion and religiosity to the forefront of culture, society and politics. Especially in 
the field of education such a “religious turn” (Turner, 2010, p. 652) or, as Milbank and 
Zizek (2009) would put it, a religious “return with a vengeance” (p. 4) calls for some 
theoretical reflections on the relations between public secular education and religion. 

I would like to present two such reflections that seem to me to be particularly 
relevant to the field of education. The first reflection has to do with the recognition that 
the ‘secular’ is not a universal category that applies the same way everywhere. Rather it 
is a culturally dependent one (that is, dependent on tradition, interpretation of history 
and social imaginary) that already makes a distinction between insiders and outsiders. 
The second reflection, which to some extent builds on the first, relates to the concept 
of ‘integration’ in education and what such a concept may indicate given the cultural 
dependency of any secular context. I wish in such a way to raise some critical awareness 
of the problems that seem to me to be inherent to a secular educational arena. In 
so doing, however, I do not wish to suggest that we should necessarily abandon the 
secular character of public education. Rather that we should be more attentive to the 
difficulties that are integral to such an educational orientation, especially in interacting 
with people from different ethnic and religious backgrounds.

2 The ‘secular’ as a cultural dependent category

In particular, in the field of pedagogy, secular education is never universal but culturally 
dependent. To make the point let me take the main sector of public education in Israel 
as an example. What seems to me to justify such a focus on Israel is the fact that this 
type of education is rooted mainly in a Jewish European experience, and in such a way 
relates to the tensions that were imported from Europe (Dror, 2008; Elboim-Dror, 1986, 
1993; Hotam, 2017; Jobani, 2008; Lam, 2000; Raichel, 2008). One of the main implications 
of this historical conjunction relates to the construction of the main sector of public 
education in Israel (in Hebrew: Chinuch Mamlachti)1. There are two main points to note. 
First, since the establishment of the state of Israel in 1948, the main sector of public 
education is designed for the Jewish secular majority group. Its curriculum for example 
has been taken as secular because it is different from a religious curriculum that is 
based on the study of the Jewish law (the Hallacha) or that prepares the student for a 
life of religious obedience. Here, then, we are dealing with a type of modern education, 
which defines the ‘secular’ as an educational practice and a curriculum that is separated 
from religion. Secular education denotes in this sense independence from religion and 
religious education so that, at least institutionally, there is a clear separation between 
religion and education, making religion the excluded term (Dror, 2008; Hotam, 2017).

This institutional separation, between secular and religious education, however, 
is also somewhat misleading. This is, then, the second point to note. What I mean is 
that the public secular education in Israel is also heavily dominated by the enduring 
presence of religious language and symbolism. Let me give, however briefly, two 
notable examples. First, the role of Bible studies in the national secular education. Bible 
studies are part of the program of studies from elementary to high school learning. 
They were especially designed for secular education by being informed by a preference 
for literary and historical reading of the Bible (Shkedi, 2003). Such a preference aimed 

1  Public education in Israel is divided into two main sectors, designed to meet the needs of the Jewish majority and Arab minority. 
The Jewish majority sector is divided into religious (Mamlachti Dati) and non-religious (Mamlachti) orientations, the latter 
corresponding to the main sector of public education in Israel. This heavily debated institutional division was ratified by the 1953 
Law of Education and still characterizes public education in Israel today.
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mainly at providing information on religion and not at preaching faith. The method had 
two main implications. First it supported the distancing of pupils from the religious ideal 
of a life of obedience to the Jewish law. One reads the bible in order to learn of the past 
and not to, say, obey the Hallacha or to strengthen religious beliefs. Second, however, 
at the same time, the stories of the Bible were taken to represent a historical reality 
that relates to an assumed original Jewish presence in the land of Israel. One learns this 
reality in order to nurture a national sense of belonging and of possession. This means 
that learning is designed to foster a sense of being part of a Jewish history and holding 
to a Jewish identity on the land of Israel by way of the direct contact of pupils with the 
scriptures. The scriptures maintain the role of a sacred source for national rejuvenation. 
To put it more bluntly, the engagement with the Bible is made to confirm the political 
legitimacy of the Jewish nation-state. It does so because it points to the manner in which 
Jewish sovereignty allegedly echoes a certain old godly ‘promise’, without succumbing, 
however, to an orthodox religious understanding of the nature of this divine assurance 
(Hotam, 2017; Jobani, 2008). Here, myth is transformed into history and theology into 
political legitimacy.

The second example relates to the role of Jewish holidays in Israeli elementary 
schools. For example, Chanukah (which is a religious holiday that celebrates a Jewish 
rebellion against the Hellenistic rule in Judea of the second century BC) and the 15th of 
the Hebrew month Shevat (which is a Jewish holiday devoted to nature’s rejuvenation). 
These are religious holidays that held a rather minor significance within the traditional 
Jewish religious culture. Yet, these holidays were selected by the Zionist and later Israeli 
educational leaders to signify key points in the annual learning cycle (Dror, 2008; Sapir, 
2006). Chanukah serves as an historical indicator for Jewish sovereignty. And 15th of 
Shevat is taken to accentuate the union of the people of Israel with the Land of Israel. 
These religious holidays regained importance in the national Jewish education while 
undergoing a transformation of their original religious meaning. Here, again, religious 
symbolism is preserved, if not reinvented, while at the same time transformed to the 
extent that it now expresses a national-secular outlook which reformulates a religious 
tradition for its modern needs. 

These examples invite no doubt a much deeper examination than what could be 
offered here. The aim of this brief description lies in showing how within a deeply secular 
education some religious original content is preserved. Preserving religious symbolism, 
however, means also dismissing some of its core elements. Religious holidays are thus 
still held only by reformulating their original religious meaning, and the Bible maintains 
its role as a sacred source for modern national, and in this sense secular, needs. This 
is not to say that these examples show that public education in Israel is not secular. 
Rather they present us with a secular education that reformulates religious imaginaries 
in the new modern, and in the Israeli case national, context. 

A secular approach means in this case a move away from religious obedience, but 
not away from religious heritage, language and symbolism. Christoph Schmidt (2009) 
labeled this complexity “dialectic of secularization”, pointing to the admixture of secular 
and religious notions that are in this case embedded within the Jewish secular approach 
itself. Under such ‘dialectic’ relations, secular education stands for the transformation 
of, rather than the separation from religion. One may then distinguish here between 
secular education and ‘laicité’ because we are dealing with a type of education that 
renders irrelevant a ‘strong’ opposition between education and religion (Williams, 2007). 
The transformation of religious language and symbolism means that secular education 
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is characterized by a tacit endurance of religiosity as the core of social cohesion within 
modern society and culture. A core that on the one hand does not conform to religious 
laws and institutions – that is a turning away from formal religion – but that on the 
other hand entails, at the same time, a preservation of religious significance, albeit in 
a secularized manner. Understanding this type of secular culture in terms of a great 
divide between the secular and the religious may then be misleading. Instead, we 
should acknowledge the entanglement of religious and secular notions as constituting 
the most intimate elements of an Israeli social and political imaginary that this type of 
education is designed to create and which is – undeniably – also susceptible to all sorts 
of political manipulations.

One of the outcomes of this short description relates to the manner in which one 
may define secular education in Israel as secularized Jewish. The term ‘secular’ in this 
context indicates not a universal category that applies the same way everywhere but 
one that is heavily informed by a certain tradition, interpretation of history and social 
imaginary (Jobani, 2008). In this sense the secular is culturally dependent. Because 
of this dependence, secular Jewish education can be seen as a central element in an 
Israeli regime of belonging. What characterizes such a regime is that it already makes 
a distinction between those who belong to a particular tradition, religion and history, 
and those who do not belong, or between what I would like to, perhaps more bluntly, 
call “insiders” and “outsiders” (Mendes-Flohr, 1991).2 

This last point seems to me to be important. Especially in the field of education 
we tend to think of the secular in the most general, universal and arguably inclusive 
terms. This includes some pedagogic tendencies to see in a secular educational arena 
a neutral space of sorts to which everyone is equally invited. I would even suggest that 
contemporary calls for “epistemic neutrality” in schools (Jawoniyi, 2015) are informed 
by an association between such “neutrality” and a secular pedagogic environment. But 
from the Israeli perspective a secular approach seems to be limited in space, and in 
cultural reliance. It is, to put it more radically, anything but neutral. 

In his “Notes on a post-secular society”, Habermas (2008), I would like to suggest, 
relies on this exact point, even if perhaps unintentionally. Habermas (2008) does 
so because he argues that a ‘post-secular’ reality – meaning a social reality which 
requires public consciousness to “adjust itself to the continued existence of religious 
communities” (p. 13) – applies only to the ‘affluent’ western societies who according to 
him experienced secularization. In so doing he limits the discussion to the particular 
cultural and historical reality of a secularized-Christian (Casanova, 1994), Latin (Milbank 
& Zizek, 2009) or North-Atlantic (Taylor, 2007) world. The categories of the secular, and 
by extension post-secular, are presented in such a way as culturally dependent and 
one could further argue that also for Habermas and Ratzinger (2005) this dependence 
means mainly a reference to a secularized or post-secularized Christian world.

This is not to argue – at least not yet – against the separation between education 
and religion that applies in different ways to most European countries (Judge, 2002; 
Rothgangel & Ziebertz, 2013; Williams, 2007). It is, however, a suggestion to see the 
very idea of what the secular means not as universal, but as already heavily dependent 
on a specific cultural, historical and religious (that is secularized religious) heritage, 
language or symbolic order. There is no single ‘secular’ world, but rather Secular-
Christian, Secular-Jewish, or Secular-Muslim, contexts that may share a range of traits 
while differing on many others. In such a way, as I suggest above, education already 

2    I borrow this terminology from Paul Mendes-Flohr. Mendes-Flohr (1991) brilliantly showed how Jewish intellectuals in Europe were 
“cognitive insiders” in the non-Jewish majority culture in which they lived, but at the same time “axionormative outsiders”, that 
is alienated and distant from the “religious, moral political or economic ideas” (p. 28) that direct this culture. I then wish here to 
bring this rather crafty description to bear on a simple social dichotomy (rather than an inner tension) that characterizes a secular 
educational arena, between those whose world-views are reflected by its framework (insiders), and those who are alienated by 
it (outsiders).
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differentiates between ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ – that is, those whose world-views are 
reflected by the secular educational framework, and those who are alienated by it. 
Indeed, one could argue that from the standpoint of someone who comes into such an 
educational framework from a different cultural or religious background (for example 
a Jewish person in a secularized-Christian context, or a Muslim in a secularized-Jewish 
one), secular education may be experienced as alienating not less than any other form 
of social and educational coercion. 

3 Secularization and ‘Integration’

I would like now to turn to the relations between secular education and the concept of 
‘integration’ which seems to be important in today’s educational reality and in particular 
in the context of migration (Frederiks & Nagy, 2016; Georgi, Ackermann, & Karakaş, 2011; 
Warburg, 2007). There are, I believe, two main ways to understand what integration may 
mean in a secular educational context as sketched above. First, integration may mean 
that there is a pre-existing structure and content of education to which new members 
of society (children or adults) must adapt. This could be termed a simple notion of 
integration. In such a simple notion of integration, one assimilates into a prevailing social 
and cultural context. For such an integration to succeed, changes are required from 
the individual, but not from the social and educational settings, even if these settings 
may be accommodating or culturally sensitive. There are clearly noticeable elements 
that in such a case need to be adopted by the integrating individuals (for example how 
to behave, how to talk, or engage with others and so on). There are, however, also 
more deep-rooted and implicit cultural requirements that are usually not very easy to 
discern or pinpoint. These may relate for example to the understanding of the self, or 
the relations between such a self and others. Charles Taylor (1989) for example pointed 
to the ethics of individual self-fulfillment – a cult of individualism, to put it more directly 
– that is according to him central in a modern and secular (again secularized-Christian) 
world and that renders ineffective any reliance of the self on common values and social 
commitments. This type of ethics may seem to be odd to someone who comes from 
a cultural background in which the construction of identity or of self-fulfillment works 
differently (for example the presenting of common commitments as a constitutive 
precondition of self-fulfillment, rather than the other way around, or perhaps even the 
arguing for a complicated net of arrangements, between individuals and community, 
that is constitutive of both concepts and that denies any separation between them). 

All this has bearing also on our discussion of secular education. If secular education 
maintains a pre-existing discursive structure, which is culturally dependent (that is 
secularized-Jewish, secularized-Christian and so on), it requires people of a different 
cultural, traditional and religious background to adapt, and that such an adaptation may 
not be less compulsory to them than any other faith-related educational orientation that 
could be imposed on them. They may see themselves as being swallowed by the great 
educational Leviathan, to put it metaphorically, and in this sense, limited by the pre-
existing enforced framework. One could perhaps further argue that especially a secular 
world-view acts in such a coercive way, because of what seems to be a gap between 
its self-proclaimed inclusive agenda, and its actual mechanism of exclusion. What is 
excluded is the perspectives of all those with religious affiliations not included in the not 
openly declared but culturally- and religiously-framed national form of secular education. 
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Israel, I would argue, tends to think in terms of this model of assimilationist 
integration. But this may not be true only for Israel. If to refer again to Habermas’ 
notes (2008) on post-secularism, he clearly identifies between what he calls a ‘secularist’ 
approach and such a simple notion of integration. “Secularists” according to Habermas 
(2008) “insist on the uncompromising inclusion of minorities in the existing political 
[and we may add educational] framework” (p. 24). Inclusion for them means then a 
‘filtered’ public space through which only secular contributions may pass as relevant. 
This is not to say that religious people may not contribute to the public space, but rather 
that such a contribution has to be negotiated (i.e. has to be ‘filtered’) through secular 
venues, which are – to emphasize again – anything but neutral. Given the structure of 
any secular culture such an approach entails also pre-existing biases. The distinction 
between those who belong and those who do not – what I termed earlier ‘insiders’ and 
‘outsiders’ – is already integral to the process of integration into such a society, culture 
or educational framework.

Integration, however, may mean something else. For this, let me take Talal Asad’s 
(2003) following question as a point of departure: “If adherents of a religion [and I 
would add of any religion] enter the public sphere, can their entry leave the preexisting 
discursive structure intact?” (p. 181). For Asad, this is, clearly, a rhetorical question, a 
point that seems to be reiterated for example also by Seyla Benhabib (2002). One may 
then argue that it should be also considered a rhetorical question to anyone who thinks 
in terms of a shared society. In the educational context such a vision of a shared society 
means that integration may denote a situation in which the model of education itself 
reflects the changes in society. Here, for integration to succeed, not only the individuals 
should change but also the social and educational settings. The point is then that in this 
model inclusive integration does not mean an adapting of newcomers to a pre-existing 
culture and heritage, but rather the adjusting of culture, society and education to reflect 
its new members. Put differently, integration is more akin to a dynamic discussion or a 
permanent negotiation between all groups and members of society, rather than to the 
assimilating of new members into a pre-existing social structure. It reflects not only an 
awareness toward the cultural and religious heritage of new members of society but a 
more flexible adapting of culture and society to the new heritages and traditions that 
are now made available to all. Perhaps more poetically: in this model, integration is not 
about the swallowing of new members of society by the educational Leviathan. Rather 
it is about the duties of education to change its spheres to meet all members of society, 
including their culture, religious, or secularized-religious heritages. 

In the context of the reflections offered here, such a change relates mainly to a 
rethinking of the relations between education and religion, to the extent of not making 
religion the excluded term anymore (Wexler, 2013). This means taking into consideration 
that many social groups and especially newcomers are in possession of a religious 
tradition or affiliation that constitutes a central part of their lives. This request, at least 
Habermas (2008) seems to suggest, may be hard on what he termed “secularists”,  
namely those who “insist on the uncompromising inclusion of minorities in the existing 
political framework” (p. 24) because it seems to work against their most intimate 
understanding of society, politics and education. But one may argue that bringing 
people more closely together in contemporary transnational constellations might need 
a different approach than the one that characterizes a simple notion of integration. 
This is not to overlook that such a claim invites a new set of questions as to how such 
a bringing together of people could be institutionalized or what would be needed to 
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provide an appropriate educational space for a cultural or religious exchange. These are 
important questions that require further deliberations. The point to note here is merely 
that it might not be enough to be culturally sensitive within a pre-existing, unchanged 
secularized religious structure. One may need to rethink the secular structure itself. A 
rethinking may entail also an engagement with the separation between education and 
religion, because such a separation does not ‘neutralize’ the educational arena, making 
it more available to all, but rather charts differences between ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’. 

4 Concluding remarks

Secular education should not to be read as a universal category but rather as a culturally 
dependent one. As such it already makes a distinction between ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’ 
of a specific, culturally framed secular arena. This may suggest that we might need to 
reconsider the concept of integration. There is, undeniably, a range of existing definitions 
of integration, but I believe that this range is located between the two options discussed 
above: we may either take integration to imply a fixed cultural category, to which all 
new members of society should be assimilated, regardless of their religious, ethnic or 
cultural background, or we may think of this concept as representing a constant and in 
this sense flexible arena of negotiation, one that offers an inclusive rather than exclusive 
basis for education. A negotiating education rather than an educational Leviathan may 
indicate not the absorbing of others into a pre-existing culture, but a spreading out of 
culture to represent everyone. The claim that such a model of integration may require 
that all former cultural ideals and norms should be abandoned seems to me to be 
excessive. I tend to believe that such a requirement is not highly practical and perhaps 
even morally suspicious. It would be hard for example to defend a position that may end 
with undermining, for example, democratic education, or human rights just because 
this may reflect ideas and notions that characterize some social actors. 

But these concerns may also represent a misconception regarding the meaning of 
integration in the second, flexible, sense. Religion is not equivalent to fundamentalism 
– a point that Talal Asad (2003, p. 11) for example articulated rather well. “What is 
distinctive about secularism”, Talal Asad (2003, p. 2) further argues, is that it presupposes 
a new concept of ‘religion’ (among other things) and such a presupposition may mean 
that ‘religion’ represents a closed set of ideals and values only in the eyes of secularists. 
To make the point more radically: it is the views of “western secularists” that make 
religious belief “antithetical to democracy” (Arthur, Gearon, & Sears, 2010, p. 98). In 
analyzing the educational activism of a specific Muslim religious ‘civil organization’ in 
Israel (the Eqraa Association)3 Agbaria and Mustafa (2014) for example showed the 
extent to which Islamic participation in society and in education could be seen in terms 
of social activism open for interpretation and discussion. For Agbaria and Mustafa 
(2014) it is not only that “religious actors should be understood as part of civil society” 
but also “the diversity of the Islamic Movements” should be recognized “as an integral 
part of the pluralistic public sphere” and as contributing to it (p. 45). To follow this idea 
through, one may suggest that in referring specifically to the relations between secular 
education and new and old religious groups, finding common grounds in a shared 
society may not end with undermining important principles of democratic society but 
rather with strengthening them (Arthur, Gearon, & Sears, 2010, p. 98). Thinking in such 
terms may be especially valuable in bringing intercultural recognition (Gogolin, Georgi, 

3    The Eqraa Association is an Islamic organization that was established in 1996 by the Northern Fraction of the Islamic Movement in 
Israel for the purpose of providing social and financial services to Arab students in higher education. It later expanded its activities 
to also include special educational programs, advancing future Arab leadership and promoting culture in Arab society in Israel 
(Agbaria & Mustafa 2014, p. 48). 

https://www.bookdepository.com/author/Viola-Georgi
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Krüger-Potratz, Lengyel, & Sandfuchs, 2018; Johannessen & Skeie, 2019) as much as in 
the enhancing of understanding and tolerance across lines of religious difference.

That is to say that we are dealing here with an educational appeal to think in terms 
of a secular-religious continuum. Such an appeal may invite a revamp of the existing 
social and political visions along novel lines that may offer new agreements around 
shared social visions. One such social vision, that can be relevant to religious and 
secular people alike, may suggest a critical resistance to any form of dogmatism, vicious 
hostility and violence, including a refusal of any promotion of friend/foe dichotomies 
and the mobilizing of feelings of superiority to bear on political action (Hotam, 2016). 
This may very well represent our own ‘demand of the day’ in a world in which the tone 
that makes the political music that surrounds us is alarmingly more and more in tune 
with intolerance and rancor.
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Natascha Khakpour
Schools as the terrain for struggles over hegemony

Abstract

This chapter demonstrates how schools can be understood as a location 
structured by societal power relations as well as a location where these relations 
are reproduced. A theoretical perspective following Antonio Gramsci’s concept 
of the “integral state” (Gramsci, 1972, p. 267) makes it possible to view schools as 
a terrain on which struggles for hegemony take place. Based on the attempted 
reform towards a less selective school system in Hamburg, Germany, and an 
interview sequence in which micro-practices of producing consensus are 
reconstructed using the example of German as the school language, it is shown 
that both examples can be analysed as indications of the reproduction of the 
same hegemonic conditions. The idea of a struggle addresses the contingency 
and potential changeability of conditions, in this case those in schools. This 
opens up the possibility of considering how schools could be designed so that 
they promote fewer inequalities.

1 Introduction

This chapter begins with the assumption that schools are not just places where 
knowledge is conveyed. They are also sites in which the existing societal order 
is reproduced to a greater or lesser extent, and I am particularly interested in that 
‘greater or lesser extent’. Before I define my interest in the ‘struggle for hegemony’ 
more closely, I will discuss the perspective and premises that are associated with it. 
My discussions refer to the school conditions in Germany and Austria, nation-state 
contexts1 which are considered to be migration societies (Mecheril, 2016). The term 
‘migration society’ is associated with a perspective that understands migration as a 
socially constitutive phenomenon and is interested in how “the mutually constitutive 
dynamics of border formations and systems of belonging” (Mecheril, 2016, p. 15, trans. 
by author) are used to negotiate identities and regulate opportunities for participation 
– including participation in formal education. Natio-racial-cultural identity (Mecheril, 
2018) is not the only factor that determines whether there is potential discrimination 
at school, however. Especially when focusing more on the social function of schools, it 
becomes clear that one of the functions of schools is to prepare adolescents for various 
professions and thus social roles. This is to be done in such a way that, for example, 
children from working-class families are led more towards vocational professions than 
intellectual ones (Fend, 2008; Zinnecker, 1975; see also Müller & Ehmke, 2016). When 
thinking about schools and how they are embedded in society, it is absolutely essential 
to look more closely at the class dimensions of educational inequalities that are 
conveyed in schools. Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak, for example, views education in light 
of its importance for preserving a “class apartheid” (Spivak, 2004, p. 533; for further 
details in the German context, see Castro Varela, 2015). 

1  These considerations have emerged in the context of my doctorate, which is designed as a transnational study. Austria and 
Germany were chosen as a relevant framework not because a monolithic nation-state is considered an explanation for complex 
social processes, but rather because it suggests that the nation-state continues to be relevant, particularly with regard to how 
school is understood (Wenning, 1996). What both formal educational systems have in common is that they have early selection 
systems, and that social background is as much a deciding factor as migration over success in school (Organisation for Economic 
Co-operation and Development [OECD], 2018). 
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The perspective used in this study can be deemed a contemporary Gramscian one. 
That is, it follows Antonio Gramsci in that school education and the debates around it 
can be understood in terms of schools’ entanglement in the struggle for hegemony and 
state rule. It is contemporary because I am attempting to look at current relations in 
the education context in a Gramscian way. Approaches informed by discourse theory 
are used in particular to supplement this. The purpose of my contribution is to discuss 
how school can be analysed as a site in which struggles for hegemony occur: on the 
one hand, this applies to how school is designed, that is, for whom, forms of school and 
learning are particularly geared towards,2 which supposed but powerful category of 
pupils is addressed by schools, and how this leads to inclusion and exclusion. On the 
other hand, it can be seen that what happens at the interactional level in the schools is 
also bound up in power relations and the reproduction of these relations. Interactions 
refer to micro-practices in which civil-societal consensus is organised but also called into 
question. What can be regarded as social consensus as well as school normality is not 
to be understood as self-evident or unchangeable, but is constantly being negotiated 
and contested. It is true that shifts are achieved, but not all actors and groups can 
participate equally in this struggle. 

The interest in analysing schools as a terrain of the struggle for hegemony is linked 
to a notion of the state that is not reduced to executive power or legislation but which, 
according to Gramsci (see section 2), also reproduces itself in civil society practices. The 
standard of critique is at the same time its goal: reducing institutional violence and 
injustices that arise from formal education and structural inequalities in education. The 
aim is therefore not to bid farewell to school as an institution (Illich, 1973), but instead 
to ask what a school that does not promote inequalities could and would need to look 
like, what roles the various actors (particularly teachers) would play, and what structural 
conditions would need to exist for such an institution. It is also about examining the 
opportunities for schools to mitigate social inequalities without having the unrealistic 
expectation of education as the guarantor of justice (Schäfer, 2011). 

2 Gramsci’s concept of the integral state 

To examine how school is involved in reproduction of statehood that goes beyond mere 
legislation and how this can be investigated, I will first outline Gramsci’s expanded 
understanding of the state. His “integral State” (Gramsci, 1972, p. 267) is distinguished 
both from the orthodox Marxist view, whereby the state is reduced to a tool of the 
ruling class for ensuring class exploitation, and from a liberal understanding of the 
state, in which the state is seen as standing above individual interests, as a kind of 
“neutral arbitrator” (Demirović, 2007, pp. 21-22, trans. by author). 

The historical context of Gramsci’s reflections on the state was the period between 
the two world wars, and he addressed the question of why the October Revolution of 
1917 was successful as a revolutionary takeover in the East, while it failed in the West 
(Candeias, 2007, pp. 15-18). His theory of the state argued that taking over power in 
modern societies cannot be limited to assuming control of the centre of power, as was 
done by the Bolsheviks when they stormed the Winter Palace. He described this type of 
strategy as a “war of movement” in reference to Machiavelli and others (Gramsci, 1992, 
p. 219), and used it as a metaphor for this kind of political strategy beyond the context 
of war. While the strategy was successful in the East, it failed in the West – Gramsci 

2 This has been discussed, for example, as part of the “middle-class character” of the school (Rolff, 1997, p. 131, trans. by author).
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attributes this to the more developed sphere of civil society, which was scarcely present 
in the East. In his conception of civil society, Gramsci refers to institutions and fields that 
also include the “ensemble of organisms commonly called ‘private’” (Gramsci, 1972, p. 
12), such as educational institutions, associations or the media, and also understands 
them as part of the state’s terrain, which in the West had developed as “a very complex 
structure and one which is resistant to the catastrophic ‘incursions’ of the immediate 
economic element (crises, depressions, etc.)” (Gramsci, 1972, p. 235). This expanded 
definition brings a new understanding of statehood into the picture: the state is not 
considered separate from society, for instance as the protector of property and civil 
rights and thus the ‘public’ in contrast to the ‘private’. Instead, it can be described as “a 
shifting balance of powers” (Demirović, 2007, p. 33, trans. by author) that is necessary 
for a separation between public and private – that is, what is considered to be the public 
interest and what is a private matter. 

In the integral state, Gramsci distinguishes between levels of political society, or ‘the 
state’ in its narrower sense, and civil society, the ‘società civile’: 

What we can do, for the moment, is to fix two major superstructural ‘levels’: the one that 
can be called ‘civil society’, that is the ensemble of organisms commonly called ‘private’, 
and that of ‘political society’ or ‘the State’. These two levels correspond on the one hand 
to the function of ‘hegemony’ which the dominant group exercises throughout society 
and on the other hand to that of ‘direct domination’ or command exercised through the 
State and ‘juridical’ government. The functions in question are precisely organisational 
and connective. (Gramsci, 1972, p. 12)

Following Gramsci the civil-societal sphere is a part of the integral state and stands 
“between the economic structure and the State with its legislation and its coercion” 
(Gramsci, 1972, p. 208). Gramsci distinguishes hegemony from repressive force 
monopolised by the state as a specific way of exercising power, and power that is 
predominantly exercised in the sphere of civil society through the establishment of 
consensus. Although civil society is the ideological sphere in which consensus is 
negotiated, hegemony cannot be restricted to this level. In addition to elements of 
coercion, it is above all the mediation and generalisation of interests that takes place in 
civil society institutions.3 For when the maintenance of rule focuses on its dynamics and 
changeability through struggles for hegemony, it becomes crucial that group interests 
are transcended and generalised. 

Hegemony therefore does not mean repression or dominance, but a stabilising of 
rule by systematically gaining the consent of the governed to their own oppression, not 
by briefly deceiving them, but by considering their interests and demands. Criticism 
is partly absorbed as the interests linked to this criticism are served. For example, 
demands from the opposition are watered down and become an element in the ruling 
group’s policies. Hegemony’s stability therefore also rests on concessions that are 
important for the actors but that “cannot touch the essential” (Gramsci, 1972, p. 161), 
that is, the power of control over the economy and state authority. 

It is the complex of civil-society institutions in which 

those private initiatives can develop into a consensus to which everyone is bound and 
in which social contradictions can be resolved in a specific way, that is, in the proximity 
of interactions, daily habits, experiences and convictions, as well as in publicly stated 
philosophical and academic arguments. (Demirović, 1991, pp. 149-150, trans. by author) 

3  Institutions, whether a part of civil society or not, are not to be understood as ‘identical actors’, but instead as terrains; within 
them, there are factions and groups that influence the direction in which the respective institution develops.
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Through everyday ways of living and learning, but also thinking and dreaming, 
a consensus binding for all is worked out by civil society. When it comes to viewing 
education as work on everyday thinking, Jan Niggemann (2016) has called this “doing 
consciousness” (p. 64). This means the state also has a pedagogical function, as it not 
only rules but also educates its citizens to achieve a contemporary subjectivity. For 
example, Gramsci describes the state as “an ‘educator’, in as much as it tends precisely 
to create a new type or level of civilisation” (Gramsci, 1972, p. 247) and it thus promotes 
certain habits and behaviours while shunning others. Gramsci thus views the school, 
with its “positive educative function”4 (Gramsci, 1972, p. 258), as the most important 
state activity, although the understanding of education cannot be limited solely to 
school relationships. Instead, it is meant much more generally, in that a key aspect 
of ruling in a hegemonically legitimised society is conveying ideas educationally and 
thereby shaping the relationship between rulers and ruled (Merkens, 2006, p. 8).

3 School as a terrain for struggles over hegemony

Gramsci himself wrote his longest notes on education in his prison notebooks on school. 
His reflections arose above all from the criticism of the riforma Gentile from 1923, the 
school reforms initiated by the fascist minister of education and idealist Giovanni Gentile 
(Mayo, 2015, p. 18). At the core of the reforms was a two-tier school system consisting 
of grammar schools and vocational schools, which Gramsci criticised as a system that 
legally fixed class differences instead of allowing mobility to overcome them (Borg & 
Mayo, 2002, pp. 93-94). As a counter-proposal, he suggested a Unitarian school, in which 
all children would be taught together in two phases: first, a phase aimed at “discipline”, in 
which working techniques and methods, but also the ability to concentrate and exercise 
discipline, would be developed, followed by a “creative phase” or phase of “autonomous 
and responsible” work (Gramsci, 1972, p. 33), in which the emphasis would be on forms 
of intellectual self-development. In addition, the curriculum would link intellectual and 
manual-labour activities as a response to rifts in society created by the division of labour. 
Gramsci’s works on education and school must be seen in their specific historical and social 
context, which was characterised primarily by the necessity for social transformation due 
to the rise of fascism and Fordism (Buttigieg, 2002, p. 122).

Although I find Gramsci’s idea of the ‘Unitarian School’ worth discussing by today’s 
standards (Borg & Mayo, 2002), at this point I would like to skip over principles of 
school organisation and didactic approaches principles to instead analyse the school 
as a site where hegemonic relations are reproduced. Just as is the case for other 
educational institutions, aspects of both state spheres take effect in schools as well: the 
repressive-legislative sphere through school legislation and curriculum development, 
and the consensus-producing civil-society realm by means of which a unique form 
of normalisation takes place. Viewing schools through the lens of hegemony theory 
enables us to combine both aspects and not reduce school and education policy to 
formal mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion, privilege and disadvantage, but 
instead to look at what Raymond Williams (1982) discussed under the term “cultural 
reproduction” (p. 182) without losing sight of the material foundations of hegemony.

In this approach, hegemony as a specific mode of rule is not seen as static, but 
as a changing strategy dependent on historical setting and context. Hegemony must 
therefore also be organised and maintained; as Stuart Hall (1986/2005) writes:

4 This is in contrast to the negative, repressive measures such as punishments meted out by the courts. 



94 Natascha Khakpour | Schools as the terrain for struggles over hegemony

‘Hegemony’ is a very particular, historically specific, and temporary ‘moment’ in the 
life of a society. […] Such periods of ‘settlement’ are unlikely to persist forever. There 
is nothing automatic about them. They have to be actively constructed and positively 
maintained. (p. 424)

Schools become sites in which social consensus is actively established and maintained 
as part of a specific social power relationship,5 just as they are the result of such a 
historical process. For Gramsci, the primary function of intellectuals6 is to organise 
social consensus, which is then reflected in public opinion. In the struggle for monopoly 
of the bodies that shape public opinion, which include newspapers and media (Gramsci, 
1995, p. 145), it is decided which groups can have the greatest impact, which “truths” 
can be disseminated and integrated into society, making “them the basis of vital action, 
an element of co-ordination and intellectual and moral order” (Gramsci, 1972, p. 325). 
Using terms from discourse theory, it becomes clear that what is included in the topic 
of migration and education in public statements by columnists, spokespersons on 
education or groups representing teachers becomes relevant for schools, but also that 
in school practices, existing social orders are reproduced.

Since the current form of society can be viewed as a neoliberal capitalist one, schools 
are also both structured by this form and help to structure it (Czejkowska, 2006; Ivanova-
Chessex & Steinbach, 2018; Kollender, 2020). Programmatic self-images of educational 
systems that are supposedly naturally fairer or provide more equal opportunities then 
collide with school realities, which exacerbate structural inequalities (with a view on the 
PISA initiative, see Müller & Ehmke, 2016). To explain this discrepancy between claims 
and reality, the typical method is to point to a merit-based ideology of performance 
and self-management (Freytag, 2008; Solga, 2005) or an ideology that relies more on 
naturalising talent (Gomolla, 2012, pp. 32-33). As a result of the history of the struggle for 
hegemony, both shift the focus away from a school system that measures according to 
the standards of privileged groups and towards an individualisation of social inequality. 
This conceals the fact that the prevailing standard, which includes how schools are 
designed, favours some and discriminates against others. Yet, as Louis Althusser 
(1970/2010, p. 65) writes about schools as an ideological state apparatus and thus as a 
central site for the ideological reproduction of the relations of production, it is still true 
that the practice of and instruction under the ruling ideology, bourgeois or otherwise, 
functions particularly well in schools because precisely that ideology “describes schools 
as a neutral milieu in which there is no ideology” (Althusser 1970/2010, p. 69). Ideology 
does not refer to a false perception but instead, as Hall later argued (2016, p. 122), to 
an organising and organised way of producing meaning or sense. State and school 
spaces are linked by the ruling ideology of merit-based assessment according to neutral 
standards. The programmatic track of equality or at least equality of opportunities 
conceals the fact that social differences are transformed into social inequalities, not 
least by school as an institution.

How hegemonic relations7 are reproduced with and in schools is something I would 
like to discuss using two examples, one at the structural level and the other at the level 
of school interaction.8 

5  Gramsci views the school as a “Hegemonic Apparatus” (Bollinger & Koivisto, 2009), that is, an institution that can be used to 
achieve societal leadership.

6  In contrast to our everyday understanding, Gramsci does not describe ‘intellectuals’ as those few individuals from elite circles 
who pursue a certain type of intellectual activity, but rather all those who exercise the function of co-organising certain social 
conditions and thus hegemony (Hoare & Nowell-Smith in Gramsci, 1972, pp. 3-4).

7  While questions of racism were certainly relevant to Gramsci (for example, the ‘Southern Question’), his reflections on school fo-
cus primarily on the issue of class. The two examples deal with contemporary conditions of the migration society, which are ‘still’ 
mediated by class relations. However, this more complex interdependence in specific historical cycles cannot be addressed within 
the scope of this paper. For a draft analysis of racism based on hegemonic theory, see Oprakto (2019).

8  Paul Mecheril and Saphira Shure (2018, pp. 63-65) differentiate school into an institutionally and interactively generated space. I 
pick up on this differentiation, though it must be stressed that this is only an analytical differentiation. 
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4  Unequally distributed opportunities to become involved in the 
social debate: Hamburg’s school reform

Using the example of Hamburg’s school reform in 2010,9 we can see how various social 
groups have struggled to decide how school can be organised under contemporary 
conditions. The school reform in Hamburg aimed to introduce a six-year primary 
schooling period to keep all pupils together longer in order to reduce educational 
inequalities. This reform was rejected in a referendum.10 This had been preceded by the 
initiative of a parents’ network that opposed the introduction of this type of primary 
school. Among other things, an open letter from numerous senior physicians was 
publicly presented in the context of this initiative, which outlined the scenario of an 
increased shortage of physicians if this type of primary school was to be introduced: 
“Since most doctors would like their children to attend grammar schools with a 
specialisation (classical languages, bilingualism, music, etc.) from grade 5 on, because 
of the planned school reform, qualified colleagues will usually decide against Hamburg 
if they are offered positions in several federal states” (Hemker, 2010, trans. by author). 
Groups that occupy privileged positions in accessing formal educational opportunities 
and financial resources formulated the political interest of preserving the structure of 
an educational system that perpetuates existing privileged relationships and thus holds 
out the prospect of a privileged future for their own children, making this outcome 
probable. At times this is only possible by rejecting directly or indirectly formulated 
claims by other groups to participate in the respective privileges. The example of the 
Hamburg referendum shows that especially parents whose children benefited from a 
selective school system participated in the initiative (Töller, Pannowitsch, Kuscheck, & 
Mennrich, 2011, p. 511). Donations of over half a million euros were also made to the 
initiative between 2008 and 2010 (Töller et al., 2011) to be used for public relations 
activities. 

Examining the negotiations and disputes around school reforms makes it clear that 
schools are a field of civil-societal and political struggle. It can be assumed that the 
current debates have always been preceded by struggles about the tasks, organisation 
and forms of schools, and that the current debates can be understood as a product 
of this history (for an overview of the disputed history of German school reforms, see 
Pongratz, 2019, pp. 52-62). The protagonists in these struggles have – as the example of 
the Hamburg school reform makes clear – different resources at their disposal, which 
are related to their social position. In the context of the debate on the Hamburg school 
reform, the self-evident nature of a school system that produces and exacerbates 
discrimination against pupils with limited access to formal education due to their family 
background was questioned. Following the extension of Gramsci’s ideas of hegemony 
by the discourse theory approach of Ernesto Laclau (1990, p. 35), it could be said that 
the social constellation of the school system, understood as a temporary sedimentation 
of political struggles, could thus once again be the subject of discussion and debate. In 
a moment of crisis of a given order, forces are mobilised to obtain or share in privileges. 
In the struggle to preserve educational privileges as a “preservation of vested rights” 
(Theißel & Yun, 2014, para. 2), more extensive resources are available to certain groups, 
which they can then mobilise in civil society-led conflicts. Founding associations and 
citizens’ initiatives, securing a referendum and the media campaigns of the Hamburg 
parents’ network testify not only to the power and expertise to influence public opinion 
through wide-ranging discourses conducted in the media, but they also evidence 

9 The example is from Khakpour & Mecheril, 2018, pp. 144-145.
10  For the result of the referendum, see https://www.statistik-nord.de/wahlen/wahlen-in-hamburg/volksentscheide-/-referen-

den/2010 (accessed October 20th 2020).

https://www.statistik-nord.de/wahlen/wahlen-in-hamburg/volksentscheide-/-referenden/2010
https://www.statistik-nord.de/wahlen/wahlen-in-hamburg/volksentscheide-/-referenden/2010
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the material resources to be able to achieve that. The voices of those who, based on 
their social position, can be assumed to have been interested in a school reform that 
would have counteracted social inequality were much quieter in comparison. It is also 
important in this context that the established civic groups in the field of education 
pursued the legitimisation of privileges with the argument that any changes would risk 
a “shortage of doctors” (Hemker, 2010), thus simultaneously strengthening an existing 
social order that values some professions more highly than others. 

5  School micro-practices as practices of rule: The common sense of 
German as a school language

The second example, which illustrates the importance of school as a place where order 
is produced and where there is a struggle for order, is located more at the level of school 
interactions. These can be understood as micro-practices whereby power relations are 
organised in the school context. 

Schools in Germany and Austria continue to be “conceptually German-speaking” 
(Dirim, 2015, trans. by author), even though migration-related multilingualism has long 
been a fact of life. The crisis-ridden relationship between the German language skills 
expected at school and the pupils’ actual language proficiency is also addressed in an 
excerpt from an interview with a pupil11 in Vienna, Austria. After a few years of schooling 
in Afghanistan, Mina12 came to Austria’s school system as an adolescent, where she also 
began to learn German. After starting a Hauptschule (lower secondary school) shortly 
before the summer holidays, she attended a polytechnic, a one-year school form in 
Austria which is intended to manage students’ transition from school to vocational 
training and which, for many pupils, is their last year of compulsory schooling.13 
The excerpt shown here is preceded by Mina’s description of repeatedly having had 
problems in mathematics, with special mention of the mathematics teacher.

I couldn’t use articles, I always spoke foreign (laughs). Then she always found funny and 
then laughed at me in front of everyone. I hate that. I always cried in Poly [polytechnic 
school]. <hmm> Really, because German language. Then always she said, “Why are you 
crying if you don’t know German? Then you can’t come to the school.” I went, “If I don’t 
come here, if I don’t go German course, then where should I go? Do you think I’m the 
only one who can’t speak German here in Austria?”14 

The sequence opens with a reference to a problem – in the past – that has already become 
a theme: speaking in a way that is characterised by ‘not being able’ to do something. 
It is probably plausible that the definition of one’s own speaking as ‘foreign-speaking’ 
is the adoption of an attribution that acquires its meaning in its negative reference 
to ‘domestic-speaking’, or ‘speak[ing] German’. The para-linguistic commentary on the 
self-attribution with laughter can be understood as an expression of shame or as a 
sarcastic and critical reference to the symbolic violence of the attribution, whether 
by others or by herself. By using the particle “always” several times, Mina expresses 

11  The example is taken from my dissertation project, in which I deal with forms and modes of articulation of language and social 
difference in the school context in Austria and Germany.

12 All names have been changed for the purpose of anonymisation.
13  This year decides whether a transition to grammar school, which is possible in theory but relatively rare in practice, could be 

made, whether it would be possible to enter vocational training, or whether other labour market-related measures could be 
taken afterwards.

14  Original German: „Ich konnte nicht Artikel verwenden, ich hab immer Ausländisch geredet (lacht). Dann sie hat immer lustig 
gefunden und dann vor alle ausgelacht. Ich hasse das. Ich hab immer geweint im Poly [Polytechnische Schule]. <hmm> Wirklich, 
wegen deutsch Sprache. Dann sie hat immer gesagt ‚Warum weinst du dann, wenn du nicht Deutsch kannst? Dann kommst du 
nicht in die Schule.‘ Ich so ‚Wenn ich hier nicht komme, wenn ich Deutschkurs nicht gehe, dann wo soll ich hingehn? Glauben Sie 
ich bin die einzige, das hier in Österreich nicht Deutsch kann?‘“
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the frequent repetition of her experience and thus its intensified meaning due to its 
regular occurrence. The ‘foreign-speaking’ is an occasion and repeated opportunity for 
the teacher to laugh at Mina “in front of everyone”, whereby the class becomes a social 
arena of shame. The class not only serves as an audience, however, as the spectacle 
presumably also has an educational effect for the other pupils, as it were, which I will 
come back to later. 

With the formulation “I hate that”, which breaks the narrative time by using the 
present tense, and is therefore still a valid relational statement, and the reference to 
having “always” cried at the place and in the period of life of the “Poly”, Mina emphasises 
the affective content of the experience, which is ascribed a relevance that is valid up 
to the present through its repetition or repeatability. However, this suffering is not 
attributed to being shamed by the teacher, but is brought into a causal connection 
with the German language. By quoting an instance of direct speech, Mina depicts how 
her public humiliation at school continued: the legitimacy of crying is questioned and 
thus it is presupposed that crying is a kind of individual decision and the pupil who is 
crying can be held responsible for it. As a consequence, the teacher fundamentally 
questions the legitimacy of Mina’s presence in the school. With the “I went”, Mina 
initiates a change of speaker in her presentation and reproduction of her experience. 
Mina objects to this. In her objection, Mina takes up the request not to attend school 
and rejects it by asking where else she should or could go. The question suggests 
that there is no alternative, but at the same time it also lays claim to the right to be 
present at that school, a presence which is being called into question. Mina does not 
reject the teacher’s request by pointing out that she is proficient in German, which 
would also be a possible connection, since after all both the narrative and the narrative 
situation are German-language, but rather refers to a connection that goes beyond the 
school context. Mina is not the only one who does not speak German in Austria, which 
addresses the reality and normality of a multilingual migration society. 

With reference to the question of the organisation and reproduction of social orders 
on the level of school interaction, one could ask which orders are called up in this 
excerpt, which meanings are connected with each other and what effects they have. 
Or as Stuart Hall (in Grossberg, 1996, p. 142) formulated the idea, which meanings are 
articulated. In this sense, articulation does not only mean the content and the act of 
linguistic expression, but also refers to the further meaning of an “articulated lorry” 
(Hall in Grossberg, 1996, p. 142), that is, trailers that can be connected with each other, 
but do not have to be. This is what Hall (1985) means by the concept of articulation: 

a connection or link which is not necessarily given in all cases, as a law or a fact of life, 
but which requires particular conditions of existence to appear at all, which has to be 
positively sustained by specific processes, which is not ‘eternal’ but has to be constantly 
renewed. (p. 113)

The aim is to understand how, under certain conditions, two or more ‘elements’ 
become a single unit, whereby here at least the levels of ideological and discursive 
construction of meaning and those linking discourse elements and subjects can be 
distinguished. The extent to which articulations establish or perpetuate themselves as 
relative fixations is also part of the social struggle for hegemony. With regard to linking 
elements of meaning, in the teacher’s speech the school becomes first of all a place 
where there are pupils who are legitimately or unquestionably legitimately present and 
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those to whom this does not apply. Legitimate attendance at school is linked to ‘being 
able to speak good German’. When it comes to ‘being able to speak good German’, 
a classification system is called up that provides natio-racial-cultural codes (Mecheril, 
2018) to differentiate between natives and foreigners, those who belong and those 
who do not belong quite as well, as İnci Dirim demonstrated when discussing the 
phenomenon of “linguicism” (Dirim, 2010). The school becomes a place where only 
‘those able to speak good German’ are legitimately present and a place where ‘not being 
able to speak good German’ becomes a characteristic of ‘foreigners’ – and thus the link 
is made. The links of meaning established through the teacher’s speech are neither 
necessary nor fixed and receive their discursively mediated significance within the 
framework of the dominant ideology, which individualises structural inequalities and 
ascribes responsibility to the subjects. They have either not made sufficient effort to 
become ‘speakers of good German’, even though they would have had the opportunity 
to do so (the myth of meritocratic achievement logic, see Solga, 2005). Or they have an 
inherent property of the body that cannot be sufficiently changed, as is suggested by 
the ideology of ‘native speakerism’ (Holliday, 2006). The teacher and the pupil are in 
an institutionally mediated hierarchical relationship to each other, which means that 
the teacher’s word carries more weight than the pupil’s, and the teacher thus has the 
power to define valid assessment standards. The dominant, ideologically mediated 
articulations in pedagogical contexts unfold meaning for which subjective experiences 
can be had and ultimately also how mediated experiences develop into self-images 
(Spies, 2009). Mina’s objection, understood as a demand for the right to participate 
in formal education as well as to learn the language standards required at school, 
can also be viewed against this background as an attempt to refuse the situational 
identification with existing as someone who is out of place at school. However, practices 
that symbolically regulate legitimate presence, as here with the example of Mina, not 
only affect the students addressed in this way, but also have a potentially educational 
effect on all students present. Conveyed, among other things, is the fact that there 
are those subjects who are recognised (and recognisable) at school, as well as those 
who are disregarded, and that it may be legitimate to disparage these particular others 
in certain circumstances and that this disparagement may be self-inflicted. Education 
as a practice of normalisation (Rose, 2012) can be placed in the context of consensus 
production and organisation in civil society, in which there is also a struggle over who 
are to be legitimately present in general, or at school in particular. 

6 Conclusion

A contemporary Gramscian perspective offers the opportunity to reflect on how 
statehood, understood with Gramsci’s expanded concept of the integral state, is 
reproduced in and through schools. At the same time, it is also possible to explore 
where there may be scope for change towards schools that promote less inequality. 

The example of the Hamburg school reform illustrates class-related vested interests in 
the context of formal education, which enables ‘long-established’ educationally middle-
class groups to remain agents for and beneficiaries of a more selective school system. The 
interpretation of the empirical excerpt is about the radical questioning of the legitimate 
presence of a female student, and this questioning is justified by linking German language 
skills and natio-racial-cultural othering, but it does not remain unchallenged. 
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In summary, inclusion and exclusion in school are regulated by means of both 
repressive and consensus-based mechanisms. Since Paul Willis’ study (1981), we have 
known that it is not so much the repressive moments but rather the establishment 
of a school culture in which pupils with a middle-class educational background can 
better connect to forms of school learning and socialising, while working-class 
children are encouraged to develop supposedly resistant everyday cultures and self-
understandings, which lead to them ‘freely’ deciding to assume the role intended for 
them under the conditions of exploitation (see Castro Varela, 2016, p. 45). This continues 
to be an important factor in understanding how power structures are reproduced 
through school, but not the only one. Especially in the context of migration regimes 
that are constantly growing stricter (Hess & Kasparek, 2012), it is also the increasingly 
repressive moments that make school attendance and success impossible; it is worth 
remembering here which children and young people we cannot interview or observe at 
school because they simply did not make it there. 

Beyond that, and both examples show this, there is nevertheless always scope and 
possibility for resistant practices, even if these are unequally distributed due to social 
power relations. School is thus not only a place for reinforcing existing conditions. Mina’s 
example bears witness to this. If school is a terrain on which struggles for hegemony 
are carried out, this goes hand in hand with an understanding of rule that perceives 
social relations as determined by contingency. School thus becomes the setting for a 
social struggle for hegemony, from which social transformations can potentially also 
emerge. With reference to Gramsci, places and institutions in which formal education 
and self-education take place are important terrains and spaces in which preparatory 
work for a transformation of social power relations can and must be carried out (Mayo, 
2015, p. 38).15 According to Peter Mayo (1999), if, in Gramsci’s terms, we understand civil 
society as the sphere in which dominant institutions work hard to consolidate existing 
hegemonic arrangements, we also find “sites or pockets, often within the dominant 
institutions themselves, wherein these arrangements are constantly renegotiated and 
contested” (p. 7). Future research would need to ask from which basis or to what extent 
such renegotiation and potentially resistant practices or micro-practices could succeed, 
if a special characteristic of hegemony as a form of rule is to integrate critical voices. 

If we think back to the example of Mina, this would not only be a symbolic gesture, 
the mere ‘appreciation’ of multilingualism, but also a structural enablement of the 
possibility of participating in school for people who speak German at varying levels.
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Abstract

Literacy has become the main signifier in the field of school education for 
thinking about and discussing education (Bildung in German). This substitution 
of the term education by the term literacy marks an increasing shift towards 
an individualization and economization of education (Spring, 2015). In contrast 
to this trend, the New Literacy Studies (Street, 1995) conceive literacy in a non-
individualized but rather relational way, namely that literacy is related to historical 
and context-specific social orders and their power relations. This becomes 
particularly evident in the study of literacy in the context of the migration society 
(Mecheril, 2004, p. 8). From the perspective of education theory, it then becomes 
necessary to ask which literacies are recognized, valuable and desirable under 
which social conditions, and what this means in relation to the “promises of 
education” (Schäfer, 2011). In this paper, we examine these questions as an 
expression of a fundamental political dimension of literacy.

1 Introduction

The objective of this paper is to think about the political dimension of literacy within the 
theoretical horizon of hegemony theory.1 Literacy, prominently driven by the OECD’s 
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development) PISA studies, has become 
the main signifier in the field of school education to discuss and think about education 
or what is called Bildung in German. We consider this predominant substitution of 
the term education by the term literacy not only as a terminological one but also as 
representing an increasing shift towards the individualization and economization of 
education (Spring, 2015). At the same time, the field of literacy studies offers interesting 
alternative perspectives on the ‘nature’ of literacy. In particular, the different approaches 
of the field of New Literacy Studies (Street, 1995) help to understand and theorize 
literacy in a non-individualized but rather relational way. From this perspective literacy 
is related to historical and context-specific social orders and their power relations. From 
the standpoint of education theory, it then becomes necessary to ask which literacies 
are seen as recognized, valuable and desirable under which social conditions, and what 
this means in relation to the “promises of education” (Schäfer, 2011).

Particularly in the context of migration society this has become a current question that 
at the same time reveals the political dimensions of the social in general and literacy in 
particular (Mecheril, 2004, p. 8). It is possible to say that debates on migration and the 
future of western nation states are circling around the broader question ‘How do we want 
to live?’ – in this sense, literacy and education appear as central fields which are structured 
by existing hegemonic conditions and where struggles for hegemony are going on. In our 
examination of literacy and migration society, we posit a kind of constitutive relationality 
between (migration) social orders and literacy. We try to theorize this relationality by 
reference to approaches engaged with hegemony (Gramsci, 2004; Laclau & Mouffe, 

1  The considerations we present here, and which are still in development, are the product of a broader research context, which 
is engaged with the theoretical and empirical study of political literacy in the migration society (https://gepris.dfg.de/gepris/
projekt/324314813?language=en) and generally linked to works within the approach of migration pedagogy (Mecheril, Castro 
Varela, Dirim, Kalpaka, & Melter, 2010).
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2001). Within this perspective it should be possible to theorize the context-relational 
character of literacy and to highlight its fundamental political dimension with respect 
to social orders in migration society and beyond. Finally, we make some short remarks 
concerning the normative orientations of a political literacy for the migration society.2

2 Literacy and Relationality

The academic field of the study of literacy can be distinguished by one main dividing line: 
technological conceptions on the side of so-called “autonomous models of literacy” and 
context-relational conceptions on the side of so-called “ideological models of literacy” 
(Street, 1984). Autonomous models understand literacy as a neutral and universal “set 
of portable, decontextualized information processing skills which individuals applied” 
(Reeder & Davilla, 2005, p. 172). They suggest that these kinds of skills are in themselves 
progressive, emancipating and enabling. As Brian Street (2003) argues, they assume that 
“[i]ntroducing literacy to poor, ‘illiterate’ people, villages, urban youth etc. will have the 
effect of enhancing their cognitive skills, improving their economic prospects, making 
them better citizens, regardless of the social and economic conditions that accounted 
for their ‘illiteracy’ in the first place” (p. 77). The OECD’s PISA study, conducted in 79 
countries, can perhaps be regarded not just as one of the most influential empirical 
surveys into the current state of literacy around the world, but also as an ideal-typical 
conception of an autonomous model of literacy. The PISA 2018 Assessment and Analytical 
Framework (OECD, 2019), for example, states the following with regard to the use of the 
concept ‘literacy’ within the PISA assessment: “The assessment does not just ascertain 
whether students can reproduce knowledge; it also examines how well students can 
extrapolate from what they have learned and can apply that knowledge in unfamiliar 
settings, both in and outside of school. This approach reflects the fact that modern 
economies reward individuals not for what they know, but for what they can do with 
what they know” (p. 11).

This (autonomous) concept of literacy is technological because it assumes a causal 
relationship to social reality (Luhmann & Schorr, 1982), which can be enacted in a 
mechanical way beyond the singular situation and specific context, for example “to 
apply learned knowledge in unfamiliar settings” (OECD, 2019, p. 11). Literacy in this 
sense is a measurable, trans-contextually applicable competence. But by presenting 
autonomous models as universal and neutral, what is obscured is that this conception is 
formulated from a certain perspective on literacy, one that devalues, delegitimizes and 
excludes other forms of literality as well as neglecting the importance of the (unequal) 
social conditions faced by individuals in acquiring and using this form of literacy 
(Street, 2003). Finally, autonomous models follow a functionalist concept of literacy 
insofar as they are normatively oriented towards the functioning and improvement 
of the economically and socially ‘given’, for example to conceive literacy according to 
what modern capitalist “economies reward individuals for” (OECD, 2019, p. 11). In this 
perspective, we can consider autonomous models not just as an individualization of 

2  The assumption that the political and historical context in the German-speaking area but also in most other western countries 
can be described as “migration societies” (Mecheril, 2010, p. 11) forms the general background for our considerations. The term 
highlights the importance of different migration phenomena for the constitution of society and enables views on social contexts 
that go beyond “methodological nationalism” (Wimmer, Glick Schiller, 2003). So, ‘migration society’ is also a description for the 
global context which is structured by inequality and difference and is constantly changed by migration processes. Within this 
perspective ‘race’ becomes clear as a dominant social order that generally structures these social contexts. Everybody who is living 
in migration society contexts is part of the context and its structures – not only those who are seen as ‘migrants’. 

   In the course of this article we will further explicate the notion ‘migration society’, which has become more and more common in 
the social sciences and in politics in Germany over the last five to ten years. Although it is not the intention of the article to focus on 
the political and societal conditions in Germany in particular, our background concerning discourse and experience is the German 
context, so our perceptions are certainly affected by that. We would be happy to receive feedback which could help us broaden 
our perspective on the topics we are dealing with here.
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literacy but also as an individualization of social inequality and difference because they 
ascribe the technological capacity and responsibility to act to the singular individual, 
independent from contextual conditions of action. Under the image of universality 
and neutrality, autonomous models are in danger of contributing to maintaining and 
disseminating given social and economic conditions.

In contrast to autonomous models, the paradigm of New Literacy Studies (NLS) (see 
for instance Gee, 2008; Scribner & Cole, 1981; Street, 1995) assumes that there are no 
“broad differences that could uniquely and categorically be linked to literacy” (Reder 
& Davilla, 2005, p. 2). The NLS criticize the autonomous conception of literacy because 
it “disguises the cultural and ideological assumptions that underpin it so that it can 
then be presented as though they are neutral and universal and that literacy as such 
will have these benign effects” (Street, 2003, p. 77). Therefore, NLS emphasize a more 
‘ideological’ understanding of literacy, or rather “literacies” (Street, 1984), in plural, 
as specific, context-related social and cultural practices (see for example Barton & 
Hamilton, 1998; Collins, 1995; Gee, 2008; Heath, 1983; Street, 1995). The terminological 
shift from skills to practices is central to the understanding of literacy in the context of 
ideological models: 

Practices are shaped by social rules which regulate the use and distribution of texts, 
prescribing who may produce and have access to them. They straddle the distinction 
between individual and social worlds, and literacy practices are more usefully understood 
as existing in the relations between people, within groups and communities, rather than 
as a set of properties residing in individuals. (Barton & Hamilton, 2000, p. 8) 

This conception of literacy is called ideological because literacies, both in their meanings 
and practices, are always seen as contested, relational, context- and domain-specific 
phenomena, which incorporate specific ideological views. Hence, literacies are seen as 
situated social practices in relation to reading and writing, which are overdetermined 
and patterned by historical and context-specific social orders, institutions and power 
relations (Barton & Hamilton, 1998). From this perspective, there is no obvious division 
between literates and non-literates, but more an ample sensitivity for the specific 
contexts: its structures, discourses and practices. Even though a person is not able 
to read and write in the sense of decoding and encoding any dominant alphabet, 
that does not mean that she or he is less engaged in literacy activities than someone 
conceived as ‘literate’ by hegemonic standards3 (Barton, Hamilton, & Ivanič, 2000; Gee, 
2008; Street & Lefstein, 2007). NLS approaches all highlight that there is a plurality of 
different literacies articulated and performed in the different domains and contexts of 
plural everyday lives.4 Furthermore, they show that these different literacies are also in 
a relation of distinction and exclusion to each other as well as that there is a powerful 
relation or gap between hegemonic forms and understandings of literacy, which are 
expected and instructed by schools, and the multiple and varying literacies of their 
students. In doing so, works from the field of NLS highlight the function of dominant 
institutions such as schools for the reproduction or transformation of a particular social 
order (Street & Street, 1991).

The scientific debates on literacy as well as the current interest of education policy 
on literacy (like PISA) show that there is no such thing as a single literacy. Rather, what 
we perceive as literacy and how it is conceptualized is always a decision for a specific 
form of ‘literacy’. There is something at stake in the discussion about literacy. This 

3   By ‘hegemonic’ we mean in this context the dominant human capital oriented discourse in the neoliberal version of education. 
‘Hegemonic’ also means a relation of that kind of education politics to the general politics of the nation state which is formed by 
capitalist competition in a globalized world and therefore necessarily exclusive and mostly racist.

4  In our perspective, the recognition of these different contexts and context-related literacies on an analytical level cannot necessarily 
involve a recognition on an ethical level (see also below) – there could for example exist discriminatory versions of ‘literacy’ in the 
context of right-wing and racist milieus.
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highlights, firstly, that the debates on literacy are highly political. Secondly, the interest 
in and struggle for literacy, however, point particularly to the fact that the conception 
of literacy itself has a political dimension. It is this fundamental political dimension that 
is expressed in an ideological understanding (NLS) without being explicitly theorized as 
such. In the following, we therefore focus on the latter, the political dimension of literacy.

In order to pursue this interest, we firstly outline our theoretical approach to 
migration society and social orders. Building on this, we address the political dimension 
of literacy in the migration society – including a short detour to education theory. As 
an outlook, we finally consider some consequences for the normative discussion on 
literacy that such a perspective implies.

3 Hegemony in the migration society

The perspective of New Literary Studies on literacy is marked by an epistemological shift 
towards a grounding of literacy within societal and social rules. With NLS we can identify 
a constitutive relation between literacies and context-specific social orders. This relation 
and what we will refer to as the political ‘nature’ of literacy become particularly evident in 
the study of migration society. Migration phenomena (such as transnationalism, racism, 
and multilingualism, among others) are fundamentally constitutive for current social 
and pedagogical conditions in general (Castles, de Haas, & Miller, 2014). At no point in 
history have there been so many people prepared, compelled and able to migrate all 
over the world (Mecheril, 2018a, p. 122). But it is not just the number of movements of 
people over (national) borders and the presence of ‘migrant bodies’ in a certain territory 
that make up the constitutive role of migration. On the one hand migration questions 
and problematizes prevalent social and educational orders – for instance, the supposed 
intrinsic unity between nation state, territory and specific languages (Hall 1992, pp. 
291-299). On the other hand, it strengthens and (re)produces prevalent social orders, 
for example by the social construction of ‘migration’ as an ‘exception’ and ‘problem’ for 
a nation-state world order and by the establishment of practices and institutions to (re)
produce the alleged natural order of racial nation states (Mecheril, 2018a, p. 123). In 
this sense the term ‘migration society’ (Mecheril, 2010, p. 11) refers to the perspective 
that the epistemological nature of migration is to reveal the contingency, fragility and 
potency of existing social and pedagogical orders (Mecheril, 2018b, p. 321).

To take a closer look at this relationship, we refer to theories of hegemony mainly 
based on the works of Antonio Gramsci (2004, 2011), Ernesto Laclau and Chantal 
Mouffe (2001), since they provide the necessary theoretical tools to understand the 
social as a field of radical contingency permeated by power relations and dominance. 
According to Gramsci (2011), the social is structured by dominant social orders. These 
are powerful but do not dominate everything completely. Nor are they abstract 
quantities from human practices. They are produced and maintained only through the 
self-submissive consent of the people. So, to create hegemony it is necessary to create 
a kind of consensus and congruence concerning political world-views and convictions, 
cultural beliefs, self-perceptions and ways of living in society. Laclau and Mouffe (2001) 
take up Gramsci’s idea and transfer it into a discourse-theoretical understanding. They 
assume that there is no given ground, no essentiality of social orders or subjects within 
the social. Society appears then as a temporary and partial effect of political – and 
this means non-necessary but powerful – fixations of the social within (for example, 



107 Daniel Krenz-Dewe and Matthias Rangger | Social orders and the political dimension of literacy

individual, interactional, and institutional) practices. These practices articulate – and this 
is the discursive aspect for Laclau and Mouffe – different elements into a meaningful, 
intelligible system of equivalence with and difference from each other; an articulation 
that can only be stabilized through a constitutive exclusion (antagonism). This moment 
of antagonism, the moment “where the undecidable nature of the alternatives [of 
founding the social] and their resolution by power relations becomes fully visible” 
(Laclau, 1990, p. 35), constitutes for them the political. Against the background of 
this thought social orders are produced, reproduced but also transformed by social 
practices, which are structured by power relations.

According to Paul Mecheril (2003), the migration society is structured by a natio-
ethno-culturally coded order of (non-)belonging and an ongoing distinction between ‘us’ 
and ‘them’. This applies insofar as the migration society can be seen as characterized 
by a social order of difference, which implies racial and linguistic dominance and 
discrimination. Even if there is a broad social consensus that rejects racism as a political 
attitude, racism is still one of the dominant ideologies that organizes and constitutes the 
prevailing approval of the current nation-state world order (see for example Goldberg, 
2002; Kooroshy & Mecheril, 2019). Furthermore, racism is a social order that organizes 
social inequality and segregation but also people’s self-perceptions and world-views. In the 
context of the migration society, the imagination of a particular nation in terms of some 
kind of essentialism can form the (ideological) basis for the justification and realization of 
racist exclusion and discrimination as well as for racist privilege and supremacy.

At the same time, the migration society is a highly contested and controversial 
area of political, social and cultural struggling for hegemony. Migration processes are 
challenging and transforming these social orders of difference that imagine an ethnic 
and linguistic homogeneity of the nation. In particular in current times but also in 
general, migration challenges social orders of belonging in the modern western nation-
state, which is mainly based on a racialized distinction between belonging and non-
belonging to the ‘family’ of the nation (Hall, 1992, pp. 291-299).

Within the perspective of hegemony theory and migration society we have to think 
about social orders, such as racism, as structured and structuring symbolic principles 
of social reality, which are contingent and changeable but nevertheless powerful, 
violent and exclusive. They are produced and maintained by social practices as well as 
structuring them. So they are both the condition for the (unequal) agency of subjects 
and the effect of their practices. This must be considered if we look at the political 
dimension of literacies in the migration society.

4 The political dimension of literacies in the migration society

Summarizing the results of various research studies on multilingual literacies in different 
areas of Britain, Martin-Jones and Jones (2000) state that: 

the acquisition and use of different languages and literacies [in these contexts] are 
inevitably bound up with asymmetrical relations of power between ethnolinguistic 
groups. The power relations are rooted in specific historical processes, in the development 
of a post-colonial order, in international labour migration, in the movement of refugees, 
in minority rights movements or in global changes of a social and political nature, but in 
the contemporary world, there are broad resonances in the ways in which these power 
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relations are played out in local sites. (p. 1)

Within this relation between dominant and unequal global social orders and the local, 
they determine a lot of tensions, which can be identified as micro-contextual struggles 
for power that are articulated within superordinate relations of power and difference 
within the migration society. The different types of local and regional literacy practices 
that are modelled in the different studies do not simply correspond to a local or global 
social order, but can be read as complex articulations under the given local and global 
conditions of the migration society.

Something similar can also be observed in examples for areas with German as 
(one of) the official language(s) (such as Germany, Austria, Switzerland). In the context 
of the examination of schools in the migration society, Magdalena Knappik and İnci 
Dirim (2013), for example, have examined the attributions of language competencies 
(including literacy skills) of students in teacher education. They highlight that students 
who are seen as ‘migrants’ and who want to take up studies to become German-language 
teachers are discriminated against because their German language skills often get 
disqualified on the basis of racialized attributions. They have found that the ability 
to become German language teachers is denied only to students who are supposed 
to speak other languages than German, for example in family contexts, although 
students whose only ‘mother tongue’ is German (sometimes speaking regional dialects) 
consistently make a similar number of mistakes. Behind these pejorative attributions 
made towards students’ German language skills, Knappik and Dirim (2013) locate a kind 
of “’native speakerism’”, which is mediated by a racial logic of language competence.

From a migration society perspective, it becomes clear that not just the debates 
on literacy, but also the mere articulation and conceptualization of literacies within 
social practices are about more than just determining a neutral functional skill 
for everyone (autonomous models) or the simple need to recognize a diversity of 
coexisting cultural practices in relation to ‘text’ (ideological models). We can argue that 
the struggles about literacy and language skills in the migration society are not only 
struggles for the hegemonic form of literacy by means of (migration) social orders, 
but also struggles for the (migration) social order itself. From a hegemony theory 
perspective, which understands the relationality of the social in terms of difference 
and antagonism, this means on the one hand that the different literacy practices in the 
migration society constitute themselves not just in a field of unequal power relations 
(constituted by racism), but also through their distinction from, and the negation of, 
other literacy practices (founded on racism). Literacy practices can then become a 
general component of the struggles for dominance or subversiveness in the current 
migration society. The literacy practices and policies of PISA, for example, can be read 
as a powerful engagement of a global educational regime in structuring the current 
global conditions of the migration society in terms of (western) homogenization and 
economization (Spring, 2015).

With reference to the political in hegemony theory, the political dimension of 
literacy cannot be located in proximity to what we generally refer to as (education) 
politics, as the PISA example may suggest. According to Laclau (1990), the political 
dimension of any literacy practice or literacy in general lies in the fact that no literacy 
can be founded in and by itself. Rather, any literacy practice takes place against 
the background of a range of politically constructed social orders and practices, no 
matter how obvious, natural, and even unremarkable these may seem to us. Every 
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literacy practice articulates itself in a field of unequal power relations based on the 
sedimented exclusion and subordination of other practices. However unconscious 
and heteronomous these articulations may be, they always represent a (powerful) 
decision in a field of heterogenous possibilities. This, the (restricted, post-autonomous) 
decidability, is what makes them political.

In order to clarify this thought, we would like to make a brief reference to theoretical 
debates surrounding the political dimension of education (Bildung) in German-speaking 
scientific discourse, even though the discourses about literacy and education are 
somewhat different (for example, education theory is more explicit in its normative 
orientation towards the subject (as autonomous subject for example), while discourse 
around literacy often appears more functional, even in its more context-sensitive 
versions). Nevertheless, as we tried to highlight for literacy practices, Carsten Bünger 
(2013a, p. 17) points out that education processes (Bildungsprozesse) also need to be 
understood against the background of their embeddedness in the social. At the same 
time, he argues that efforts undertaken in education theory have always been attempts 
to describe subjectivity and the processes of its transformation through approaches 
in which these efforts are not absorbed in the conditions of social immanence. In that 
sense, the theory of education (Bildungstheorie) asks for the possibilities of thinking 
about freedom as a transgression of determination, as an interruption of unquestioned 
habits and entanglement in social constraints. This is why Alfred Schäfer (2012, p. 140), 
with regard to Laclau’s understanding of the political, locates the political dimension of 
education in the moment of the constitution of the subject. This, following Laclau, is the 
moment when the subject must necessarily decide how to relate to the social conditions 
that precede and co-constitute it – a necessity that results from the structural lack that 
social orders cannot themselves create and reproduce. Even if this moment is not the 
moment of a reasonable, self-transparent decision, the possibility of a context-relational 
education (Bildung), in the sense of a normatively ‘desired’ mode of subjectivation (in the 
form, for instance, of transgression of determination), can be conceived of here (Schäfer, 
2012, p. 140). In this theoretical perspective, education is then conceived, for example, 
as a critical practice of reflecting on given social conditions which, however, never eludes 
social immanence, and is therefore only constituted in an open process of critical reflection 
on the critical reflection, and so on (Bünger, 2013b).

In our opinion, we can think of the political dimension of a certain literacy practice 
in a similar way. When both the social order and the subject of action have a structural 
lack that allows neither full determination nor unrestricted autonomy, there is a 
moment of political choice between a heterogeneity of alternatives. In the perspective 
of hegemony theory, this moment is not ‘free’, but framed by the prevailing hegemonic 
conditions. Literacy practices, in that sense, must be thought of as political articulations 
by socially constituted subjects within the given social power relations within a specific 
context and its dominant (literacy) orders.

Taking this political dimension of literacy practices into account raises a host of 
different questions for the study of literacies in education theory, which we could 
differentiate into empirical and normative ones. Empirically, we have to ask: What 
different kinds of literacies do exist? What literacies and whose literacies are dominant 
in educational debates? What literacies and whose literacies are recognized in the 
given school system? What is the ideological foundation behind the recognition or 
misrecognition of a certain type of literacy, that means in what ways are certain literacy 
practices involved in the reproduction of racism or other social orders of difference? 
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Who defines what is understood as ‘good’ literacy? Who is privileged by the hegemonic 
forms of literacy? And who, in contrast, is discriminated against and excluded? From a 
normative perspective: What kind of literacy is desirable? What kind of literacy is needed 
to advance a more equal and just idea of living together?

The political dimension of literacy highlights that literacy practices and policies are 
deeply embedded in given hegemonic conditions. Therefore the questions of which 
literacy or whose literacies are valid or recognized, and of which literacies we want to 
push forward in our schools, are part of the question of how we want to live and in 
what kind of (migration) society we want to live now and in the future. So struggles for 
literacy are struggles for hegemony and the good social order. It also becomes clear 
that debates on literacy are involved in the current political and cultural struggles on 
migration and hegemonic conceptions of belonging, nation and democracy.

5 A political literacy for the migration society 

This approach, to examine literacies not as skills of individuals but as context-related 
social practices, leads to the perspective that literacies are patterned by and ‘work’ 
under the conditions of local and broader cultural and political contexts. These contexts 
can be described as ‘social orders’, which are powerful but contingent. In particular, 
migration phenomena question and strengthen these social orders and reveal their 
contingency – so struggles for literacy become apparent as struggles for social orders 
and struggles for hegemony. This contestation of literacies and their interdependence 
with social orders, as well as their inconclusiveness in principle, is an expression of the 
political dimension of education.

So, what does this political dimension of literacy mean for a political literacy5 in the 
migration society – for a literacy that systematically takes its own political constitution 
into account and reflects it with reference to the historically specific conditions of the 
migration society? And how would this influence literacy practices, that are based on 
and which reproduce, for example, instances of antisemitisms and racisms? And how 
would a political approach affect literacy policies that try to recognize a broad variety of 
literacies but only in an instrumental, because functional or disciplinary, sense? Literacy 
policies can for example become part of current integration policies in the migration 
society which particularly in Germany often have an assimilative character. Or literacy 
policies can be used to raise the human capital of the nation state in a framework of 
capitalist competition.

If we think of the possibility for a normatively preferable political literacy in the 
moment of the subject, which is also the possibility of education, we must enquire into 
the contextual conditions. Contextual conditions enable some kind of ‘literacy decisions’ 
that do not merely know how to ‘read’ and ‘write’ the constitutive contextual social 
orders that structure a certain literacy event but that are also able to challenge these 
orders in a normatively reflected way. And if we relate this thought to the racialized 
and racist conditions of the migration society, we should ask for the contextual 
conditions that are necessary to enable literacies that do not reduce the possibilities 
of ‘freedom’ to a kind of critical reflection on the subordination and emancipation of 
one’s own. Taking the fact of migration society seriously, it is necessary to think about 
normative concepts that do not assume the same ‘lousy’ conditions for everyone, but 
systematically presuppose social inequality and try to reduce it. As a first step in this 

5   We pick up this notion from a broad field of debates and conceptions in the anglophone world. These concern questions of 
teaching democratic politics and also of ‘living‘ democracy in school and everyday life (for an overview, see for example Davies, 
2008). 
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regard, given literacy practices must be acknowledged. So schoolteachers should be 
able to recognize and contextualize different literacies of the students that appear in 
their everyday work. In a second step it seems to be appropriate to bring in a normative 
conception to deal with these literacies. This conception need not disguise its own 
character as being politically constructed against the background of contingency and 
power at the same time. Maybe the idea of a post-communitarian solidarity could be 
such a conception that could provide a normative horizon. Mecheril (2014) frames 
post-communitarian solidarity as a kind of solidarity that – seizing on the suggestion 
of Hauke Brunkhorst’s (2005) “solidarity among strangers” – does not already presume 
an equality or ‘sameness’ of a group of people to build on it. A post-communitarian 
solidarity develops – particularly under the conditions of a (global) migration society – a 
kind of empathetic ‘connectedness’ to other people who may live on another continent 
or next door but potentially under very different conditions than one does oneself. From 
our perspective the need for a normative reflection and a normative horizon refers to 
the question that has to be asked again and again – but especially during these times 
of intensified struggles for a (re)configuration of (migration) society: ‘How do we want 
to live?’ To acknowledge this while at the same time being able to position oneself in 
a (self-)reflexive and critical relationship to it – perhaps taking into account the idea of 
post-communitarian solidarity – would be a task for literacy teachers in the migration 
society. This is not an individual task but has to be enabled by the different contexts of 
teacher professionalization.
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Abstract 

The Great Transition of the world is visible as climate change and other 
phenomena jeopardizing the survival of humankind. This creates challenges for 
the world collective, characterizing the tentative link between world society as a 
communication offer and the world community to deal with the normative agenda 
of the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals. This leads to learning challenges 
(approachable through concepts of Global Learning1) dealt with in various 
educational facilities (especially the school as universalized educational facility) 
to realize Education For All and Lifelong Learning. Global Citizenship Education 
in its historic-systematic approach and as a decolonized and democratic concept 
offers feasible paths to deal with the implicit tension of normative hope and 
cognitive pragmatism for future perspectives.

1 Preliminary remarks

In the early 1970s, the Club of Rome brought out the challenging study The limits to 
growth (Meadows, Meadows, Randers, & Behrens, 1972). The Brundtland report2 paved 
the way to ‘Our Common Future’ (World Commission on Environment and Development, 
1987) and the UN conference at Rio in 1992 was a milestone to start world-encompassing 
debates about feasible ways to overcome the global crisis by focusing on sustainability 
and global justice. From today’s perspective, these documents made very clear what 
we perceive some decades later: climate change is a reality and the “party is over” 
(Nair, 2015, p. 23). This core challenge touches many other fields of the world collective: 
conservation of world creation, distribution of resources and provision of energy; peace, 
security and overcoming violence; development; distribution of wealth; elimination of 
poverty; tackling growing migration; accepting multiculturalism as human normalcy 
and human dignity/rights as guideline (Lang-Wojtasik, 2019a, p. 23). From a German 
education-science point of view, these challenges have been named as “era-specific key 
challenges” (Klafki, 1985/1996, p. 56).

According to the expert panel of the advisory council to the federal German 
government on global ecology questions, the world has to tackle constantly growing 
change (Wissenschaftlicher Beirat der Bundesregierung Globale Umweltveränderungen 
[WBGU], 2011). Today’s situation is put into historical context in relation to two main 
and very different transformative eras of social development: the Neolithic Age and 
the ‘Industrial Revolution’. The difference from today’s visible transition of society is 
the need for transformative processes to safeguard human survival. This is put in a 
historical context of the “contrat social” (Rousseau, 1762/1977) as a basic French 

1  Discussed intensively worldwide; see for example, https://www.uclpress.co.uk/pages/international-journal-of-development-
education-and-global-learning 

2   The UN-founded World Commission on Environment and Development (WCED) was an independent body of experts based in 
Geneva since 1983 following the mandate to compile a report of perspectives to create a sustainable, eco-friendly development 
for the globe till 2000 and beyond. The submitted report influenced the further international debates on development- and 
ecology-politics and is recognized as the main trigger for the UN conference at Rio in 1992. 

https://www.uclpress.co.uk/pages/international-journal-of-development-education-and-global-learning
https://www.uclpress.co.uk/pages/international-journal-of-development-education-and-global-learning
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revolutionary text, a significant publication of today’s law philosophy and the foundation 
of the modern state within the European Enlightenment. With regard to education for 
transformation, we can focus on Global Citizenship Education today (United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2014, 2015) to be fostered 
especially within school. In doing so, we have to keep in mind what kind of citizenship 
the respective states in which schools are located want to achieve and what role formal 
education can play in this. 

The authors of the above-mentioned expert council (WBGU, 2011) refer to the term 
‘transformation’ and differentiate four areas of transformation. This is summarized 
as the ‘transformation quartet of knowledge society’: research of transformation (rt) 
and transformative research (tr) as well as transformative education (te) and education 
for transformation (et). These areas as approaches to transformation are helpful for 
systematizing understanding of the underlying theoretical challenges: 

Connection of world society and world community as a world collective for 
transformation: 

• In which kind of world do we live? (rt) 
• In which kind of world do we want to live? (tr) 
• How to deal with the underlying tensions concerning transformation? 

Interlinking of education and learning as transformative education for transformation: 

• What kind of learning offers chances for transformation? (et) 
• What kind of transformative education offers a sustainable future for all? (te) 
• How to deal with the hope for societal transformation through learning 

within which forms of education for transformation and what would be 
the role of Global Citizenship Education?

These theoretical challenges are dealt with in the following article: The Great Transition 
and World Collective, Education for Transformation and transformative education as 
well as perspectives on Global Citizenship Education. 

2  The Great Transition and options for transformation within the 
World Collective

In this article, the term ‘transition’ describes the visible changes of society as a challenge 
to human survival, and ‘transformation’ will mainly be used as encompassing the change 
of structure-determining societal characteristics (Drees & Nierobisch, 2017, p. 3). Both 
terms are put into various meaning contexts.3 According to the WBGU, humankind 
would have to deal with two areas of debate – the world we live in (which is under 
transition) and the world we wish to live in (necessities of transformation). I want to 
approach this by relating to the helpful sociological differentiation between society and 
community (Tönnies, 1887/1922) in its relation to the global world as world society and 
world community. Both lead to the tentative world collective as both address of and 
addressing transformation (Lang-Wojtasik, 2019c).

3   ‘Transformation’ or ‘transition’ have become buzzwords and relate to different research communities (Hölscher, Wittmayer, & 
Loorbach, 2017).ecology-politics and is recognized as the main trigger for the UN conference at Rio in 1992. 
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2.1  In which kind of world do we live and in what way is this a feasible 
frame for transformation?

To deal with this question, the system-theoretical concept of ‘world society’ as a 
reference of communication (Luhmann, 1971) seems to be helpful. This approach 
is deeply rooted within European Enlightenment values and helps to understand 
processes of transformation beyond nation-states. These processes beyond nation-
states might be described in summary as manifoldness of variations, risks and insecurity 
(Luhmann, 1997; Treml, 2000). The system-theoretical-based ‘world society’ focuses on 
descriptions of perception around four interlinked and circular dimensions of meaning: 
spatial, temporal, factual and social. Referring to these dimensions, we can describe 
four tentative perspectives on the world we live in: delimitation beyond national 
societies and its semantics, glocalization as parallel and interlinked processes of global 
and local developments as well as new network structures (spatial), de-temporalization 
and acceleration of social change (temporal), rising complexity of information and 
contingency to legitimate decisions (factual) as well as individualization and pluralization 
(social) (Lang-Wojtasik, 2014; Scheunpflug, 2011; Treml, 2000; see also the first column 
of table 1). 

To tackle these multiple and interlinked challenges of the world society, people have 
to be intellectually equipped with appropriate tools. This is a starting point for learning 
what options are possible in a growing world society. Before elaborating on this, we will 
have to make clear what we mean when we ask which kind of world we want to live in 
as a community on the global level.

2.2   In which kind of world do we want to live and what options do we 
follow in terms of transformation?

To deal with this question, we have to be clear about the underlying normative potential 
of this approach. Debates about the Great Transition and necessities of transformation 
are based on a wide consensus around following the concept of sustainability in a broader 
context. The UN’s Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are clear in their statements 
and aims about the steps that are to be taken within the joint world community (United 
Nations General Assembly, 2015). The SDGs are contained in a globally acknowledged 
and broadly accepted policy paper summarizing the necessary paths of the last five 
decades. As a ‘transforming agenda’ they indicate what has to be done by the 193 UN 
member-state signatories. The importance of the goals has been compared with the 
founding principles of the United Nations (United Nations General Assembly, 2015). 

On the basis of the SDG recommendations, politicians and citizens of the global 
North and South could know where to proceed right now. Definitely, as is also stated in 
the paper, this is only possible through a balanced procedure of the so-called five Ps – 
people, planet, prosperity, peace, partnership (United Nations General Assembly, 2015). 
These basic five steps of the preamble underline very clearly that the future of the planet 
as an environment fit for humanity lies in the conviction of approaches common to all. A 
future-oriented global understanding of ‘modernity’ beyond common understandings 
of constant growth (Sommer & Welzer, 2017) needs clear steps towards global justice 
throughout the world, including an end to overconsumption in the Northern parts of 
the world. Besides very political-based questions of who has to act now according to 
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the 17 target areas and 169 sub-aims, there are some contradictions to be dealt with 
in the SDG document. At the same time, the SDGs offer a transparent and visionary 
framework for the kind of transformation the world needs to target for its common 
survival. To summarize, the four meaning dimensions of the world community are 
grounded in the SDG targets: global village as network of living and working together 
(spatial), sustainable development (temporal), equality in dignity of contents and pattern 
of explanation (factual) and justice as premise of human rights in diversity (social) (Lang-
Wojtasik, 2018b, p. 99; see also the second column of table 1). 

The SDGs are a programme of hope concerning human change within communities. 
To understand the theoretical blind spots of the SDG approach, an anthropological 
perspective could be fruitful, which offers a functional connection to sociological 
perspectives. This will be done in the following paragraphs in reference to aspects of 
philosophical anthropology (Plessner, 1924/2003, 1928/2019), using these to systematize 
the differentiation of society and community concerning the world collective (Lang-
Wojtasik, 2019c). 

2.3  Tension of cognitive expectations and legitimated hope within the 
world collective

The comprehension of the world we live in (world society) and the hoped-for path of 
the world we want to live in (world community) is tentatively linked between cognitive-
based expectations and normative, contextualized legitimations. Society in the above-
mentioned conception describes a communication or reference context, including all 
available information and the need for selection. Beyond nations and nation-states, it 
aims at offering a selection field of the manifoldness of variations. As a world society 
it encompasses all options of various connections and on different levels. Community 
in contrast is merely related to specific human beings acting in their manifest living 
environments. What somebody does is supposed to have a direct effect on the contexts 
in which they live. The individual is part of an actually or potentially known collective. 
Beyond nations and nation-states, it is hoped that the local and regional feasibility of 
community might be related to the global context as well (Lang-Wojtasik, 2019c). But 
important targets like international solidarity (whatever this may be), empathy and 
appreciation (among over seven billion people?) or altruistic action and consensus (with 
everyone?) are still abstract concepts and face difficulties in their realization (Treml, 
2011, p. 199).

Here, it is important to underline with prescriptive concern that the world society 
does not exist as a political state on the global level, but as a communicative offer 
beyond growing nation-states. In this understanding, an increasing cultural diversity is 
perceptible; that is, regional and local differentiations of religions and cultures become 
more and more visible as inequalities despite the notion of achieving global equality. 
The functional subsystems are not integrated equally into this concept of a world 
society. While especially the economic and financial systems have long been in place 
globally, this stands in contrast to the laws and education systems that still refer mainly 
to national contexts. Inclusion within the world society is ideally a possible option 
for everyone, but this contrasts with the exclusion of a majority who remain unable 
to participate in the chances offered. The ‘world society’ seems to be quite abstract 
and exists in contrast to the more tangible world community (Treml, 2011, p. 193) in 
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terms of steps to be taken within a community. Both are loosely interconnected as a 
unity of difference held in suspense, characterized here as world collective. Debates 
about addressing transformation should start from here, to tackle possible barriers 
to awareness concerning the perception and understanding of transformative options 
and limitations. In consequence, research into transformation (the kind of world we live 
in) could focus on realistic options of societal and anthropological theory, concerned 
with cognitive expectations. Transformative research (the kind of world we want to live 
in) on the other hand could focus on norm-based hopes and their feasibility. 

This is important concerning questions about the past, present and future of society 
and the individual as part of a human community. It also creates a basis for reflections 
about education and learning in the tensions between pragmatic pessimism and 
normative optimism (Treml, 2011, p. 196). These considerations illustrate the difficulties 
in finding tentative links between the reality of a world in transition and the options 
for transformation on a global level. This is again more difficult when it comes to the 
interlinkages of society and education or between community and learning.

3 Education for Transformation and Transformative Education

SDG 4 underlines the demand for supporting sustainability through education and 
learning: to ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote Lifelong 
Learning opportunities for all (United Nations General Assembly, 2015). This was made 
clear as a long-term process from Jomtien, via Dakar to Incheon, from 1990 till 2015 and 
beyond (Datta, Lang-Wojtasik, & Lange, 2015). At the same time, we talk about learning 
across the span of life. And that encompasses the time from birth till death, creating 
chances and challenges in parallel.

To tackle this aim we should be clear about the terms education and learning. Both 
terms, education and learning, have been discussed intensively in several scholarly 
debates over time. From a Humboldtian perspective, education is understood as an 
offering for humans to act and behave in relation to the surrounding world. Education 
both as a product and as a process provides options for (self-) reflexivity to generate 
knowledge out of available and constantly growing information. This seems to be more 
and more urgent in the light of the world society (Treml, 2000, pp. 210-249). In contrast, 
learning describes the reorganization of neuronal connection through the brain. The 
change and expansion of our behavioural repertoire (Treml, 1995, p. 97) helps to reduce 
inner complexity to accommodate increasing external complexity. 

According to the aforementioned WBGU expert report, humankind has to deal 
with two areas of debate – one on learning options, which might offer chances for 
transformation of the individual brain, and one on transformative educational facilities 
offering appropriate reflections on options for a sustainable future for all in relation to 
the global world (Lang-Wojtasik, 2019b).

3.1  What kind of learning offers transformative chances appropriate for 
dealing with the challenges of today? 

To address this question, we have to consider learning options to tackle the paradoxical 
challenges presented by world society. Through concepts of Global Learning (Lang-
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Wojtasik & Klemm, 2017), an “education [can be offered] that opens people’s eyes 
and minds to the realities of the world, and awakens them to bring about a world of 
greater justice, equity and human rights for all” (O’Loughlin & Wegimont, 2003). Global 
learning as it has been intensively debated in Europe (Hartmeyer & Wegimont, 2016), is 
based on a respectful handling of resources (sustainability) and equal dignity relating 
to access and participation (global justice) (Lang-Wojtasik & Erichsen-Morgenstern, 
2019). Global Learning or Global Education encompasses a variety of contents and 
approaches, represented in different concepts: “Development Education, Human Rights 
Education, Education for Sustainability, Education for Peace and Conflict Prevention 
and Intercultural Education; being the Global Dimensions of Education for Citizenship” 
(O’Loughlin & Wegimont, 2003).

Education in itself is always a transformative process. In consequence, debates about 
transformative education should make clear what underlying concept of transformation 
they follow. This is again more visible when we talk about the normative potential of 
Global Learning. Here, we can see a double transformative assumption – transformation 
through education for transformation (Scheunpflug, 2019), dealing with the challenges 
of a world in transition. This is important for questions of educational concepts and 
didactic approaches for education for global citizenship (Lang-Wojtasik, 2019a).

Referring to the aforementioned meaning dimensions (spatial, temporal, factual, and 
social) it is possible to name feasible learning options as paradoxes to deal with global 
transformation. In view of delimitation and glocalization, options for reference need to 
be offered in linking spatial relations (limitation) within local contexts and to connect 
these to spacelessness (openness) within global connections beyond the nation-state 
but within the context of a world society (spatial learning paradox). In view of de-
temporalization and the accelerated pace of social change, it is necessary to deal with 
the uncertainty of planning in light of an ambiguous future. At the same time, while 
searching for certainty, it is necessary to look critically at feasible strategies learned from 
the past to be used constructively in the present for a feasible future (temporal learning 
paradox). In view of the complexity of information and the difficulty of the legitimacy 
of decisions (that is, the experience of contingency), it is necessary to deal with the fact 
of a growing lack of knowledge and to develop knowledge against this background, 
considering possible effects and side-effects, to deal with the existing insecurity of 
decision (learning paradox related to fact). In view of growing individualization and the 
related pluralization of life concepts, including agreed multiple variations of values, 
there is a need to appreciate equally both familiarity and strangeness and to develop 
a preparedness to deal with underlying tensions in a multi-perspective fashion (social 
learning paradox) (Lang-Wojtasik, 2014, p. 58; Treml, 2000; see also the third column in 
table 1).

In this view, Global Learning offers options for transformation and provides 
further possibilities for handling the tensions between ever-increasing variety and the 
search for uniqueness, civilized risk versus natural danger, and uncertainty as against 
anthropologically necessary security (Lang-Wojtasik, 2017). This is possible if Global 
Learning is able to continuously handle a growing inner complexity (Scheunpflug & 
Schröck, 2002, p. 10). It encompasses the support of learners over their lifespan to 
develop approaches and attitudes that question the sustainability of the world society. 

The growing empirical research in this field is encouraging (Lang, Scheunpflug, & 
Lang-Wojtasik, 2018; Scheunpflug & Uphues, 2011). This is especially true concerning 
Global Learning in schools (Asbrand, 2009; Kater-Wettstädt, 2015). As a brief summary 



119 Gregor Lang-Wojtasik | Great Transition and World Collective: Global Citizenship Education as education for transformation within school

of findings and recommendations we can state that there are core success factors. To 
start with, it is evident that adolescents make use of strategies to deal with the challenges 
of a world society within learning processes; though these might not be compatible 
with the hoped-for learning output of their teachers (Asbrand, 2009, pp. 230-231). 
Here, we can recognize crucial aspects which might help to create competence-based 
Global Learning arrangements. Global Learning would consequently need arranged 
learning environments, chances for perspective change (spatial), feasible opportunities 
for experience, attempts to practise alternative solutions in connection with the past 
and with an uncertain future (temporal), seeking for well selected information and 
assistance in a search for knowledge being interlinked with lack of knowledge, trial and 
error in activities taking into account possible side-effects, interlinkage of cognition and 
affection (factual) and the tolerance for alternative strategies of individuals, experiences 
of sociality (individual as part of a collective of solidarity), and possibilities for (self-)
reflection concerning pluralism and hierarchies (social).

These four dimensions (spatial, temporal, factual, and social) seem to be of core 
interest when searching for transformative learning options. This leads to possible 
consequences for education institutions. 

Table 1: The World Collective, transformation, education and perspectives 
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3.2  What kind of transformative education in schools offers feasible ways 
for a sustainable future for all? 

Although school as an institution of structured teaching and learning has been under 
critique since its origin about 6000 years ago, it seems to be the most successful means 
for offering (mass) education. It offers functionally proven frameworks appropriate for 
learning challenges of the world society as well (Lang-Wojtasik, 2008): limitation and 
structuring (spatial) as a space for enabling learning processes concerning the multiple 
variety of a world society; orientation and rhythmization (temporal) of educational 
processes for maintenance and further development of society to deal with security 
and insecurity; possibilities for decision-making and selected connections (factual) as a 
demarcated place concerning daily life to deal with knowledge and lack of knowledge 
as well as offering potentials and approving options (social) through professionals to 
work with adolescents to deal with familiarity and strangeness (see the fourth column 
of table 1). 

These options, as they have been defined for instance by German and neo-
institutionalist school theory, suggest that school has been universalized – at least 
concerning its core idea (Meyer, Kamens, & Benavot 1992). It is – in its idealistic 
construction – an institution where norms and values of modernity are (re)produced. 
This kind of school has a specific organizational structure regarding access and 
participation of learners and teachers as well as in terms of resources and curricula, 
which are linked to political decisions. Finally, school is a place of interactions and offers 
space for experiences and activities. It is a place where people can have a selected and 
reduced view on options to create a future. They can try these out without the risk of 
failing. This reliable functionality and structural continuity offers a frame for continuous 
reform and constant development of the modern school (Lang-Wojtasik, 2018b). School 
is perceived as the guiding facility to reach and teach various and heterogeneous 
groups of society (Lang-Wojtasik, 2018a). These idealistic options stand in contrast to 
the global realities of school in a worldwide picture concerning access, participation 
and respect for humankind within the institution. The real history of schools stands in 
sharp contrast to this. Especially in the context of debates on Education For All (EFA) 
and Lifelong Learning (LLL) it makes sense to look beyond formal schooling and to view 
basic education as a “passport to life” (Delors et al., 1996, Chapter 6). That encompasses 
– following the approach of Jomtien – all possible learners and not only students 
addressed by primary basic education: Education For All means Lifelong Learning from 
birth till death (Datta, Lang-Wojtasik, & Lange, 2015; UNESCO, 2017). These idealistic 
targets contrast with 2020 data calculating that around 258 million children and youths 
are out of school (UNESCO, 2020, p. 4) and that globally only “86% of adults aged 15 and 
above and 92% of youth aged 15 to 24 are literate” (UNESCO, 2020, p. 267). 

Global inequality and injustice of chances are also important themes in Germany, 
where there are an estimated 6.2 million functional illiterates (Grotlüschen, Buddeberg, 
Dutz, Heilmann, & Stammer, 2019). At the same time, we know from quantitative 
empirical research about a consistent percentage of at-risk or ‘risqué pupils’ (Burchard, 
2016; Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2013) being possible 
successors of functional illiterates. On the one hand, we talk about children and youth 
who fail or just reach the first competence level within large-scale assessments. On the 
other hand, the term describes adolescents who grow up in families having high risks 
of poverty, educational deprivation, and language challenges concerning the lingua 
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franca due to migration (Autorengruppe Bildungsberichterstattung, 2018). These face 
difficulties in gaining capabilities and skills to connect themselves to the requirements 
of a global information society. Especially in Germany, socioeconomic background of 
the family, growing up with German as a second or foreign language, and access to 
qualified help and achievement in education are closely interconnected (Lang-Wojtasik 
& Jacobs, 2016, p. 22). In consequence, it should be made clear that Global Learning 
is only realizable if all possible learners can gain access to sustainable options for 
appropriate educational facilities. Only then might it be possible to offer solutions to 
the worldwide crisis of learning and education. This is heavily connected to questions of 
formal schooling and its appropriateness for learning needs as well as replacements and 
supplements through non-formal and informal ways (Harring, Witte, & Burger, 2016). 
To encourage this debate, I would like to suggest a differentiation along education and 
learning in the aforementioned suggestion of learning options and educational facilities. 
In this understanding, learning might happen intentionally (formal) or unintentionally 
(informal) inside and outside the given facilities. These would offer formal, non-formal and 
informal settings on an organizational level to reach most of the various target-groups by 
specific organizational frames (Lang-Wojtasik, 2017, pp. 16-23). 

4 Perspectives on Global Citizenship Education (GCED)

Beyond options for informal learning in daily life, formal learning is mainly possible 
through educational options and within institutions. This tension could be characterized 
as a prescriptive path to world literacy, where all people have easy access to educational 
facilities and receive options for life-long learning. The educational options through 
learning can be different but should lead to equal and just access and should persist 
within an educational system. Only then will Global Learning be able to support people 
in gaining feasible options to survive intellectually in terms of the novelties of the 
global information society and create options of transformation through education 
to handle the challenges of the world. As the mentioned world society exists but 
cannot be intentionally controlled or regulated by individuals, educational facilities 
have to rethink their functional options (see the fourth column of table 1) and provide 
appropriate learning offers in a global perspective (see the third column of table 1). 
This should help raise the inner complexity of an individual’s thinking in order to deal 
with the growing outer complexity of society (Treml, 2000, 2011, p. 197). The tensions 
alluded to previously are important for reflecting on the promotion of the concept of 
Global Citizenship Education (GCED) as an approach for transformation through the 
transformative potential of education. 

According to UNESCO, GCED is one of the leading conceptual perspectives within 
the Global First campaign aiming at decolonized claims and critical thinking on all 
levels of reflection and action (Abdi, Shultz, & Pillay, 2015; Wintersteiner, Grobbauer, 
Diendorfer, & Reitmair-Juárez, 2015). The understanding of GCED implies the idea that 
change in the future might promise innovation. Approved strategies for tackling life 
challenges are rearranged communicatively in the present from experiences of the past 
to expectations of the future. In doing so, GCED becomes an educational programme of 
hope in relation to the descriptive and mainly hopeless reality of a differentiated society. 
Consequently, the world collective has to tackle well known challenges concerning how 
to include heterogeneous people of various ages in education institutions, offer feasible 
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ways of learning to connect these people to the manifoldness of variations in today’s 
world society, and to be aware of the gap between knowing and acting (Lang-Wojtasik, 
2018a; WBGU, 2011, pp. 255-256, 375-377). 

Concepts of GCED will have to deal with the underlying aporia of education and 
learning in antinomies between expectations and options. This has to be taken into 
account when talking about options of transformation on a global level through 
education. Today we can learn from all the mentioned approaches that GCED aims at 
achieving an equal society by the ideal of humanity, where (world) literacy is the basis 
for the necessary transformation to open all people’s eyes and minds to the realities of 
the world. This is the spatial frame to think about possibilities to connect with options 
for change, and to the concepts and understandings of citizenship.

The promotion and realization of a transformative culture (cultural change) through 
learning and education is possible by interlinking three aspects of cultural responsibility 
– culture of mindfulness as a result of ecological responsibility, culture of participation 
as democratic responsibility, and culture of commitment as future responsibility (WBGU, 
2011, p. 8). To do so, one has to remember the mentioned historical lines as systematic 
request (temporal). This also includes a clear commitment to a balanced consideration 
of liberty, tolerance, equality and sovereignty as a field of activity with many potentials 
(Lang-Wojtasik, 2018a). 

Looking at the European debates on Global Learning and education, it seems helpful 
to concentrate on interdisciplinary and cross-sectional approaches. It therefore makes 
sense to focus on the concepts of Education for Sustainable Development, Peace 
Education, Multicultural Education and Global Learning. Focusing on the main aspects 
and normative visions of GCED, four ideals become vital: 1) sustainability as preserving 
and appreciating intra-/intergenerational approaches to humanity and the world; 2) 
non-violence as a culture of peace constituting the frame and mandate; 3) justice as 
glocal equal dignity and participation; and 4) partnership as cooperative interaction 
with other individuals and cultures (Lang-Wojtasik, 2019c). 

GCED has to be clear about the global in its acronym – starting from questions of 
citizenship from a social perspective. People in education facilities and especially in the 
school context need clarity at least about three aspects in the tension between global 
challenges and local options to be dealt with (glocalization). For this ‘glocal citizenship’, 
the following aspects are important: status (from national to transnational), feelings 
(belonging to a community, related to the principles of democracy and human rights) 
and practice (participation in various forms) (Lang-Wojtasik & Erichsen-Morgenstern, 
2019; Osler & Starkey, 2005; Wintersteiner et al., 2014, pp. 22-24). Concerning concepts 
for cultural change, GCED should focus on cognitive, socio-emotional and behavioural 
aspects (UNESCO, 2015, p. 15). All this should support processes of transformation from 
international citizens to transnational world citizens. 

If the aim is to rethink education in the context of GCED, chances and limitations of 
the whole endeavour have to be taken into account; that is, to hope for societal and 
human transformation through education and learning. The previously cited panel of 
experts has identified the traditional challenge for any educational approach – that of 
finding appropriate pathways between knowing and acting (WBGU, 2011, pp. 255-256). 
The underlying and well described problem is challenging for didactics. This becomes 
more evident when the hopes of acting through knowing are connected to debates 
around Global Citizenship Education. To understand the theoretical challenges, the 
approaches of philosophical anthropology and system theory are helpful from a 
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European perspective, bearing in mind the possible danger of blind spots concerning 
continuing colonialization. Following these two metatheoretical concepts, the human is 
supposed to be a ‘Homo absconditus’, meaning that he or she is unavailable, fathomless 
and incomprehensible (Plessner, 1969/2003). Such a person acts rationally using his/
her own brain for decision-making. This has been described as a technology deficit of 
teaching and learning: students are able to learn but this learning is not necessarily 
congruent with the intended learning of the teacher (Luhmann & Schorr, 1982). As a 
consequence, revised concepts of Global Citizenship Education will have to deal with 
the aporia of education and learning between expectations and options. 

This has to be taken into account when talking about options of transformation 
on a global level through learning and education. Didactic concepts to come will have 
to reflect on these challenges of education and offer feasible options for overcoming 
them (Lang-Wojtasik, 2019a; Scheunpflug, 2019). Besides this, research is needed to 
understand the requirements and skills for professionality of experts in this field (Darji 
& Lang-Wojtasik, 2014).
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Education and multi-dimensional belonging: The 
significance of organizational and professional practices

Abstract

This paper puts up for discussion a perspective on the heterogeneity of modern 
societies that does not reduce it to (assumed) ethnic differences and the regimes 
of belonging that follow, but sees society constituted in the multi-dimensionality 
of milieus. From this perspective, the paper examines how teachers can escape 
the dangers of stereotyping and discriminating against pupils, and then use 
their multi-dimensional experiences for intercultural learning. Educating 
teachers in such a heterogeneous society also requires providing specific skills 
and sensitizing them to the organizational structuring of their practices.

1 Introduction

In today’s heterogeneous societies, teachers face complex tasks and problems. 
Although they are actually tasked with teaching children subject-specific knowledge 
and skills, they also must deal with the fact that there are children from different 
backgrounds in their classes: girls and boys, poor and wealthy, citizens and refugees or 
migrants, children with and without well-educated parents.1 However, it would be very 
short-sighted to only regard student heterogeneity as a problem. Instead, it creates 
opportunities for teachers to prepare their students for what awaits them in society – 
an environment with a variety of cultural differences.

This paper will theoretically elaborate on the complexity of the conditions under 
which teachers work and the opportunities for them to act. First, I will develop a clearer 
picture of what I have vaguely called a variety of cultural differences. We live in societies 
whose heterogeneity is characterized by people having experiences in different 
dimensions (such as generation, education, class, gender, or nationality). The multi-
dimensional affiliations that come with these experiences offer intercultural learning 
opportunities, but are also in danger of being stereotyped and used for discrimination 
(section 2). However, teaching should not be reduced to the interaction between 
teachers and students, as both are a part of the school organization. A brief look at 
the organizational features of the school will show that established routines can have 
an exclusionary effect (section 3), even if its formal structure guarantees access for 
all pupils. From this perspective, it is important that teachers focus on developing a 
curious, exploratory attitude toward their students (section 4). 

1  According to the 2018 TALIS survey on teachers in OECD countries: “30% [of teachers work] in schools with at least 1% of refugee 
students”; “21% [of teachers work] in schools with at least 10% of students whose first language is different from the language(s) of 
instruction or from a dialect of this (these) language(s)”; “20% [of teachers work] in schools with at least 30% of socio-economically 
disadvantaged students (i.e. those whose homes lack the basic necessities or advantages of life, such as adequate housing, 
nutrition or medical care)”; “17% [of teachers work] in schools with at least 10% of students with a migrant background (i.e. those 
born outside the country or whose parents were both born outside the country)” (Organisation for Economic Cooperation and 
Development [OECD], 2019).
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2 Multi-dimensional milieus in a heterogeneous society

The discussions of how educational organizations should react to the heterogeneity 
of modern societies are dominated by different concepts of how to deal with culture 
(particularly immigrant cultures). Assimilationist education, the oldest concept, suggests 
that teachers ensure that immigrant and native minorities adapt to majority culture. 
However, this concept has been replaced (in academic discourse at least) by more 
critical ones. Classical multicultural education aims to enable mutual understanding 
between cultures and fight racist prejudices (see Hoff, 1995; Banks, 2007). Anti-
discrimination approaches perceive the recourse to ethnic-cultural affiliations as a 
resource of discrimination and observe educational organizations in terms of whether 
and how they discriminate against students who could be stereotyped as ethnic (Feagin 
& Booher Feagin, 1986; Gomolla, 2006; Gomolla & Radtke, 2009). Migration education 
sees education as a “site of the reproduction of natio-racial-culturally coded orders of 
belonging, and as a mechanism to transform such orders” (Mecheril, 2018, p. 121). 
Therefore, it examines the effects of these orders of belonging, which are established 
throughout society, on “learning processes” and “processes of becoming a subject” 
(Mecheril, 2018, p. 131), and develops strategies to overcome them. 

To a varying degree, these four approaches (see Nohl, 2014) still exist in educational 
practice and public discourse. Moreover, these concepts share the assumption that 
social heterogeneity, especially as far as educational organizations are concerned, is 
caused by migration and primarily shaped by the plurality of ethnically/racially defined 
cultures – whether they are to be assimilated, mobilized for intercultural understanding 
or problematized as a resource of discrimination and hegemonic order of belongings.

In contrast, I think the heterogeneity of modern societies is caused by a multitude of 
differences beyond just ethnicity and race. Social gender, generational affiliation, class 
and educational status also play an important role in school and other social affairs. 
The intersectionality approach primarily understands these categories of difference as 
mutually reinforcing discrimination resources (Crenshaw, 1989). Without ignoring the 
suitability of all these differences for labelling (and subsequent discrimination), it should 
be noted that these categories of differences are also associated with experiences that 
connect people who look back on commonalities regarding social gender, generation 
or class (to name only a few). To live as males, white Anglo-Saxons, teenagers in the 
2010s, or refugees in a camp, may bring about homologous experiences, including 
being attributed such affiliations, that connect people, and so are called “conjunctive 
experiences” (Mannheim, 1982, p. 194). When such conjunctive experiences solidify, 
and orientations emerge that structure the practices of those involved, they comprise 
the core of what Bohnsack (2014) calls a “milieu” (p. 220). However, as nobody’s life is 
shaped by only one experiential dimension, milieus are always multi-dimensional. In 
other words, experiences are simultaneously shaped by gender, generational, class, 
educational and potentially also ethnic or migration-related aspects (Bohnsack & Nohl, 
1998). Because of this multi-dimensionality, people share commonalities of their milieu 
with others, but usually only to a limited extent. “Habitual concordance” (Bohnsack, 
2018, p. 208) of a female academic may exist in relation to other women, only to the 
extent that she has homologous experiences as a woman. At the same time, she shares 
homologous experiences with other academics, regardless of gender. For this reason, 
she is close to other people, with regard to certain experiences, while they seem strange 
to her, in another respect. This multi-dimensionality of milieu affiliations pertains to both 
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teachers and their students. It has a wide range of possibilities, but also has problems 
enriching the experience of all those involved in the educational process. 

Therefore, it is the task of teachers to not only take their students’ possible 
migration- or ethnic- related experiences into account and to not use them as a source 
of discrimination. Rather, they must identify, on a case-by-case basis, which dimensions 
of experience (for example gender, generation, migration) become more significant for 
interacting with their students, such that the respective situations, and how to deal with 
them, are not detrimental to students (such as discrimination). Ideally, teachers will 
interact with students in a way that can be mobilized for learning processes.2

This task is made more difficult by the fact that teachers and students live in a 
society permeated by seemingly stereotypical labels, particularly with regard to gender,  
ethnicity, and class. Moreover, students may also use these socially institutionalized 
categories of difference to refer to themselves or others. Such cultural representations, 
however, need not be based on stereotypes. They often also serve as abbreviation 
strategies which refer to otherwise quite complex spaces of experience. Describing 
oneself as a Turk in Germany, or a Bangladeshi in the UK, may tacitly indicate the 
experiential space that evolves in a migrant community, including experiences with 
racial discrimination (Bohnsack & Nohl, 2001, pp. 20-21). In extreme cases, groups 
affected by stigmatizing labels re-appropriate them as a source of power (Garlinsky, 
Hugenberg, Groom, & Bodenhausen, 2003). 

However, such cultural representations are a double-edged sword. They may be 
understood and shared by those who know the complexity of the experiences to which 
they refer, but they are all too easy to use for stereotyping from the outside. Teachers 
engaged in intercultural education have an important task. Children must be taught how 
to bring their respective, milieu-specific experiences into a generally comprehensible 
language that is not susceptible to stereotyping. They should learn how to convey their 
multi-dimensional experiences (as migrants, girls, or teenagers, for instance), without 
using stereotypical labels. Teachers may be of help in this regard, but they must first 
learn to describe themselves and others without stereotyping.

However, teachers’ tasks and opportunities in a heterogeneous society are even 
more complex. Because they live in multi-dimensional milieus, children’s experiences are 
never related to only one dimension (such as gender, migration, or class), but always 
have further connotations. Even if a specific experience is seemingly dominated by one 
dimension (such as being discriminated against, or labelled by the police as a potentially 
criminal, Arab teenager), other dimensions are woven into such experiences (only 
young Arab-looking males are suspected by the police). Labels and classifications (girl, 
refugee, or German) promote one-dimensionality, while other experiential dimensions are 
neglected. In educational interactions, teachers must not only question if and how such 
classifications are appropriate to convey the corresponding experience. They should also 
draw students’ attention to the multi-dimensional connotations of their experiences.3 

To sum up, intercultural learning is not limited to exchanges between different ethnic 
groups in the classroom, when considering the multi-dimensionality of experiences. 
Rather, intercultural learning takes place with changing affiliations and groups: in 
one respect, a student shares experiences with other girls, but acquires knowledge 

2     I will not discuss how teachers can deal with and reflect on their own multi-dimensional milieu background, and use it for 
educational action. 

3     In an analysis on how social workers react to antisemitic remarks made by young people, Radvan (2010) reports on a youth worker 
who tries to challenge the stereotyped self-descriptions of young people by referring to their multi-dimensional affiliations. When 
a young person talked about his motives to become a suicide bomber and go to Lebanon on the grounds that he is an “Arab”, 
the youth worker reminded him of a trip organized by the youth centre during which the young man described himself as a “cool 
Berlin guy”. The youth worker recounted his words in the interview with Radvan: “I made reference to it when we were on the 
trip to Münster [a medium-sized city in the west of Germany]. They didn’t say they were cool Arabs, but they said we were cool 
Berlin guys or something like that, when they flirted with girls for example” (Radvan, 2010, p. 228; trans. by author). The youth 
worker referred to their various affiliations in everyday life and to the opportunities associated with them, while emphasizing the 
irrelevance of ethnic stereotypes. 
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and skills in conversation with boys. In another respect, homologies with regard to a 
migration or a working-class background form a basis both for common experience 
and the opportunity to learn across cultural boundaries. Given the fact that adults tend 
to lead a rather segregated life (such as differentiated career paths, the tendency to 
marry a spouse of the same education level, the gentrification of housing), primary 
school provides a unique (and possibly the last) opportunity for intercultural learning, or 
for learning to interact with people from other walks of life. 

3 Teachers and students as part of the school organization

The public school as an organization is a social device capable of both creating a space 
for intercultural socialization and learning by bringing together students from various 
experiential backgrounds, and of discrimination on the basis of (assumed) gender, 
class, and race affiliations. Teachers who have been familiarized with the functioning 
of schools as organizations during their training should be extremely sensitive to such 
formal and informal processes in schools that structure the possibilities and limits of 
intercultural socialization and learning.

In modern societies, schools should be organized by formal rules (admission 
requirements, curricula, and regulations) that do not discriminate against students by 
referring to their social origin. However, this is not always the case.4 While discrimination 
based on formal rules can be fought through political action and protest, there are more 
subtle forms of discrimination. Fighting these specifically requires sensitizing teachers 
to the fact that formal rules must always be enforced, but doing so can easily give rise 
to informal rules that are discriminatory.

For example, formal curriculum rules are put into practice by textbooks. If curricular 
learning content is conveyed by using narratives and pictures that present women as 
housewives and men as breadwinners, then non-discriminatory formal rules are put 
into discriminatory practice (Chisholm, 2018). The presentation of ethnic minorities in 
textbooks is also critical (Niehaus, 2018). As much as members of religious minorities 
can be stereotyped or denied any representation (such as women identified as Muslim 
by the presence of a headscarf), student body diversity (and society as a whole) can also 
be expressed as a matter of course in the textbooks. For example, textbook publishers 
can diversify the first names and physiognomy of children mentioned in a mathematical 
text task. In terms of social studies or history textbooks, the plural we should include 
children of immigrants. 

Formal rules are sometimes transferred into practice on the basis of common 
sense that is specific for the social milieu of the organization’s members. For example, 
if teachers share a middle-class background, they tend to organize their teaching 
accordingly (and expect, for example, that parents will have time and skills to support 
their children in learning foreign languages). In this way, teachers’ social milieu of 
origin, if it dominates the school (Nohl & Somel, 2019, pp. 164-165), leads to poor 
treatment of students who, due to the lack of time and competence of their parents, 
cannot get support. In many countries, mainly members of the majority become 
teachers, so develop their own, seemingly self-evident, practice of formal rules, which 
can be a gateway to discrimination. However, this does not imply that a more diverse 

4   A striking example of racial discrimination through formal rules is the John F. Kennedy School in Berlin, which is actually dedicated 
to international understanding, but only allows children to be admitted who are US or German citizens and have at least one 
parent with the same citizenship: “Children who are German or American citizens with at least one parent or legal guardian who 
is a German or an American citizen and who are required to attend school in Berlin according to § 41 Paragraph 1 of the Berlin 
School Law will be admitted in approximately equal numbers to the Entrance Class” ( John F. Kennedy Schule Berlin [JFKS], 2019). 
This formal rule was apparently introduced to keep out children from migrant families who became naturalized citizens.

    Another controversial issue is the separation of new immigrant children into preparatory classes to facilitate language acquisition, 
which can easily lead to discrimination (Glorius & Schondelmayer, 2020).
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teaching staff would automatically lead to either less discrimination against, or support 
for, minority students (Lengyel & Rosen, 2015). 

In schools that are not dominated by a single social milieu of teachers, the formal 
rules will be tentatively transferred into practice on a trial basis. However, once informal 
practices become established, informal rules will emerge within the organization, 
which will become the foundation of a new, organizational, teachers’ milieu (Nohl 
& Somel, 2019, pp. 69-70). Such organizational milieus, comprising teachers from 
different backgrounds, are not automatically a bulwark against discrimination. Somel 
(2019) identified an informal discrimination mechanism of an organizational milieu in a 
school in Istanbul, Turkey. Under the pressure of society and the education ministry to 
foster student success in national exams, teachers ensured a maximum, performance-
based homogenization of classes and allocated additional teaching resources to the 
most promising students. However, when admitting new children to grade 1, these 
teachers separated those from poor areas of the district from children who lived in 
more prosperous areas. The teachers assumed that the former group would show low 
performance and have negligent parents, while the latter would have caring parents 
and would excel. Such informal mechanisms, which ostensibly serve to homogenize 
student performance, but ultimately discriminate against students with certain social 
backgrounds, are also found in other countries (Agazisti & Falzetti, 2017; Kalogrides 
& Loeb, 2013). To the extent that teachers’ organizational milieus are responsible 
for this, it is important not to establish discriminatory informal practices when such 
organizational milieus come into being. 

4  A professional requirement: case-sensitive interpretation of 
students’ practices

It is clear that teachers currently work under complex conditions. This environment 
requires (further) professional education on the part of teachers. In Germany, there 
is a vivid theoretical discussion on the professionalization of teachers. One point 
shared by the various theoretical approaches is the dilemma between individual case 
reference (reference to a student’s individuality) and the teacher’s general convictions, 
knowledge, and routines. Professionalization theories generally call for this dilemma 
to be sustained in professional practice, rather than resolved on one side or another 
(Helsper, 2018; Schütze, 1994). 

There are many fields in which teachers encounter this dilemma, including 
intercultural education. Against the background of the concept outlined in this 
paper – the assumption that people live in multi-dimensional milieus that make up a 
heterogeneous society and that teacher action is co-structured by the organization of 
the school – it is important for teachers to understand the practices and experiences 
of their students. Since each milieu and its associated dimensions of experience are 
specific, it would be inappropriate to approach them with prefabricated expectations 
and hypotheses, and measure them (in terms of subsumption logic) against already 
existing standards. The peculiarity of gender-, migration- and class-specific experiences 
is best traced by a reconstructive, interpretative approach similar to what has been 
proposed in reference to biographies (Schütze, 1994).

However, an exploratory, inquiring approach to students’ milieus is ridden with 
prerequisites. Although students often interact through cultural representations, 
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teachers must gain access to their milieu-internal conjunctive experiences. Regarding 
one’s own experiences, “we can know more than we can tell” (Polanyi, 1966, p. 4). It is, 
therefore, not enough to have students explain their experience. Rather, it is important 
to let them narrate their experiences and speak freely, without the pressure to justify 
themselves. The teacher then must identify the logic of the narrated practices (Bohnsack, 
2014). First, it is helpful not to question the validity of these practices (whether they 
are normatively or factually appropriate) from the outset, but to first engage with the 
immanent significance of the respective milieu. Second, it is also helpful for teachers to 
compare the experiences of different students in terms of similarities and differences. 
This is all the more important since only this comparative attitude allows access to the 
multi-dimensionality of experiences. Only by comparing students who differ in several 
respects does it become evident to what extent experiences are gender-, migration-, or 
class-specific.

Such analytical skills help teachers maintain a balance between individual cases and 
generalized assumptions. However, the individual, case-reference insights that teachers 
gain from their encounters with individual students should be used for revising general 
assumptions and knowledge about such students. Therefore, the balance between 
individual case reference and general knowledge can also be used to change teachers’ 
opinions. Further education, teacher cooperation, and supervision might be suitable 
areas for facilitating such revisions.

5 Outlook

Intercultural education seems to be a secondary task for teachers. However, it is 
enormously important, since intercultural education is not only a matter of preparing 
children for life in a heterogeneous society, but also makes non-discriminatory learning 
possible. As has been made clear in this paper, it is the teacher’s task to facilitate students’ 
multi-dimensional intercultural learning and prevent school discrimination, based on 
gender, ethnicity, class, or any other experiential dimension. To do so, teachers should 
not confine their attention to just interactions with students but observe and engage 
with the school organization’s practices.

If multi-dimensional intercultural learning succeeds, and schools are free of 
discrimination, then the seeds are sown for a society in which a regime of ethnic 
belongings is replaced by a regime of multi-dimensional belongings. However, at this 
point we should not overestimate individual teachers’ or schools’ influence on forming 
this society. Although schools can become the figureheads of a new model of society, 
it is also absolutely necessary to change institutionalized practices of discrimination. 
The fight for a society in which people can live together based on multi-dimensional 
belongings, instead of ethnic belongings and discrimination, is therefore a task for 
everybody.
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The discussion about racism and anti-racism in schools 
and teacher education in Germany: Some short remarks

Abstract

In my paper, I draw attention to the differences in society and school between 
the United Kingdom and Germany. The context is different, and especially the 
scope and intensity of discussion about racism in education, school and teacher 
training are different. In Germany anti-racist theories and concepts are discussed 
and spread by a small group of experts, but their efforts have not yet reached 
the mainstream. This is slowly changing.

1 Talking about race in Germany

Making comments on ‘Race’ and ‘Critical Race Theory‘ (CRT)1 from the perspective of 
the German situation and the German debate on schooling, teaching, discrimination 
and racism is not easy. First of all, CRT refers in its name to the term ‘race’. Unlike in the 
English-speaking world this term is not used in German, and certainly not in scientific 
contexts. Since the Nazi regime and after the Second World War in Germany it is some 
kind of taboo to talk about race, even to use the word ‘race’ with reference to human 
beings. This is so in everyday talk in society, and it is so especially in intellectual circles. 
Most Germans think that only racists talk about race. Not to talk about race is grounded 
in the fear of creating a basis for racism by accepting human races, and this concern is 
justified. Obviously and often racist argumentations all over the world refer to race as 
a presumed ‘objective’ basis for biologistical and/or cultural argumentation, degrading 
and humiliating the others on the one side to strengthen one’s own supremacy on the 
other. 

Of course, Critical Race Theory uses the word ‘race’ in a different way. The term race 
is used as a critical category revealing the practices and power of discrimination and 
oppression on every level of social life, from micro to macro, from everyday interactions 
to societal superstructures (see Ledesma & Calderón, 2015; for a critical appraisal see 
Maisuria, 2011). As CRT points out, racism is a social structure that is present in Germany, 
as it is in western societies and beyond in general. But most people in Germany, and also 
most intellectuals, do not see it or name this phenomenon ‘racism’ (Mecheril & Scherschel, 
2011; Müller, 2011). In a way Germany’s knowledge of its racist past has blinded it to its 
racist present by the use of certain distancing patterns (Messerschmidt, 2010).

In the intellectual zone, in the discourses of social science and social philosophy 
this is slowly changing. Meanwhile CRT and the international discourses about race, 
oppression, post-colonialism and critical whiteness have arrived in Germany, and in 
German educational research and theorising as well. But they have not yet reached or 
influenced the mainstream, especially in school education. They still seem to be topics 
for specialists, themes for people who work in intercultural education, civic education 
or social science on racism and migration. Representatives of this work try to develop 

1   The text is based on my commentary on David Gillborn’s lecture during the conference “Failing Identities. Schools and Migrations” 
in October 2018 at the University of Bremen, Germany. In advance I would like to point out that I am neither an expert in 
intercultural education nor an expert in CRT, but work on the topics of teacher training and school education. 
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and spread the perspective of CRT to establish it as a basic topic in educational science 
in Germany. 

So, I think Anke Wischmann (2018) was right when she wrote that there is an “almost 
complete absence of CRT in German academic discourses” (p. 11). Fortunately, she said 
“almost complete absence” (p. 11, emphasis added). This detail is important, because 
there are elements of CRT in Germany in critical sociology, political science and also 
in educational science (see Atali-Timmer & Mecheril, 2017; Linnemann, Mecheril, 
& Nikolenko, 2013; Melter & Mecheril, 2009). This means that CRT is presented and 
discussed, explained and disseminated by a group of experts also in educational research 
on schools, teachers and teacher education (Fereidooni & Massumi, 2015; Karakaşoǧlu 
& Doğmuş, 2018; Karakaşoğlu & Mecheril, 2019). This volume is an indicator of this 
development.

However, German intellectuals and educationalists talk about social inequality, 
segregation, and discrimination of old and new migrant groups – but most of them did 
and do not talk about race, apart from a few exceptions. Most of them still talk about 
the strong ties between social background and school success, they talk about the 
reproduction of discrimination, they talk about the influence and power of prejudices 
and stereotypes in social life, in school, in the system of professions, in sport, in politics 
etc. This is a traditional topic of educational research and of school reform. In the 1960s 
and ’70s this debate was concentrated on the several social strata, or social classes. 
New themes and challenges emerged because of growing migration in German society 
since the late ’60s until now and because of the erosion of the old, well known ‘strata’ or 
‘classes’ and their transformation into different milieus, lifestyles and cultures. 

2 Discrimination, racism, and the school in Germany

The official political script says that the school system has to integrate all milieus 
regardless of the question of national and/or cultural and ethnic belonging, that it has 
to give all students an equal or at least fair chance, and that it has to establish social 
common grounds in society. But all studies, all reports, all experts demonstrated again 
and again that the school does not do a good job in this respect, especially in Germany. 
This is well known in public and in politics. 

In Germany there are obvious disadvantages experienced by migrant children and 
students compared to non-migrant students. I just want to mention a few things:

 
• Significantly more frequent deferral of school enrollment for migrant 

students
• Significantly more frequent transfer from elementary school to the lowest 

track of the secondary system
• Significantly lower literacy and scientific (and also mathematical) 

competence, even if they have completed their entire school career in 
Germany

• Migrant students twice as likely to attend schools for children with special 
needs with a focus on learning disabilities than non-migrant students

• Since 2000 several international large-scale studies have shown a 
comparatively lower but slowly improving performance of immigrant 
students.
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In Germany we have a clear and stable pattern of institutional and interactional 
discrimination in schools and other institutions (Gomolla & Radtke, 2009; Hummrich, 
2017). This pattern leads to the fact that educational privileges, grades, permissions 
etc. are socially inherited, that they are passed over from parents to their children, 
from generation to generation. The mechanisms are made transparent by social 
and educational research more and more. The structures, processes and victims 
of discrimination may change – but the existence of institutional and interactional 
discrimination is stable.

The situation in Germany is difficult to compare with that of the United Kingdom. 
This is not only because of the different historical and current developments in the 
national school systems (for example a stronger deregulation of the school system in 
the UK), but also because of the different national migration histories and policies. For 
example, in dealing with the discrimination of migrant students (in higher education), 
the practices of affirmative action, which are used in the Anglo-American educational 
systems to reduce discrimination because of ethnic belonging, have not yet been 
applied in Germany. Traditionally, and still today, British society is much more divided 
into various economic, social and educational dimensions, so that the oppression and 
exclusion of ethnic minorities and black people are very evident. Research literature 
and also David Gillborn (2021) have demonstrated this very impressively. It would be 
interesting if he were to relate his research approach to the German school system in 
the sense of a comparison.

I am not saying this to suggest that Germany is somehow ‘better off’ or has somehow 
abolished discrimination and racism. The opposite is the case. I just want to mark 
differences between the situation in the two contexts of the UK and Germany.

3 What about teacher education?

Central elements in the discrimination of migrant students in schools are the teachers 
and in teacher education. The German Standing Conference of the Ministers of 
Education and Cultural Affairs (Kultusministerkonferenz) developed “Standards for 
Teacher Education” (Kultusministerkonferenz, 2004/2019) and these standards include 
competencies for a productive dealing with the diversity and heterogeneity of students 
in school. But it is true that discrimination based on racism in German schools and 
classrooms is neglected in these Standards (see Fereidooni & Massumi, 2015), and 
it is also neglected in former documents on “Intercultural Education in Schools” 
(Kultusministerkonferenz, 1996/2013). 

Most of the 16 German Länder (that are responsible for schools and teacher 
education) established seminars and courses (sometimes compulsory) in teacher 
education devoted to the situation, to the needs and potentials of migrant students 
to enhance their situation. This was part of the movement to qualify teachers for a 
pedagogical and supportive non-discriminatory way of dealing with heterogeneity. 
We have to take into account that (in 2018) there were about 37% students with a 
migrant background in German schools (Mediendienst Integration, n.d.; Statistisches 
Bundesamt, 2019, p. 46); in some city quarters above 75% (Spletter, 2018). We have 
about 6% migrant schoolteachers in the staff rooms, and in teacher education about 
10 to 12% students with a migration background in 2012 (Berthold & Leichsenring, 
2012). In the Bundesland North Rhine-Westphalia 22% of the students at universities 
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who want to become teachers have a migration background (Gewerkschaft Erziehung 
und Wissenschaft Nordrhein-Westfalen, 2019, p. 11). All this shows that the situation in 
Germany is asymmetric and changing only very slowly.

The international scientific discourse and research on racism in schools and about 
the needs and chances for an anti-racist teacher education (Seriki & Brown, 2019; Tao 
Han, Laughter, & Howard, 2019) is much more elaborated and comprehensive than 
the German one. Anti-racist attitudes and behavior of student teachers, beginning 
teachers and experienced teachers cannot be installed top-down and on command. It is 
a matter of creating opportunities for personal learning and reflection on racism and a 
critical perspective on inequality during teacher education and during the professional 
lifecycle of teachers. This is a challenging aim, because empirical research has indicated 
that racist attitudes held by a proportion of future teachers do not change even during 
an explicitly anti-racist teacher education programme. We also have to recognise that 
anti-discriminatory attitudes developed during teacher education often diminish when 
the new teachers come into closer contact with school reality and/or enter a teaching 
position (Kumar & Hamer, 2012; Kumar & Lauermann, 2018). These results align with 
the old and stable research result that the effects of teacher education on pedagogical 
attitudes of young teachers are often ‘washed out’ after entering school reality (Zeichner 
& Tabachnik, 1981; Veenman, 1984). A look back on previous research shows that in 
Germany and in many other countries such a process of adaption-to-reality is well 
documented for the then dominant generation of left-wing, reform-oriented, liberal 
young teachers entering staff rooms and classrooms in the period 1965 to 1975.

The experience of inequality and discrimination in education and schooling is stable. 
The hope for reducing these problems by an appropriate educational policy and school 
reform, via a supportive and individualised form of classroom teaching, by explicit non- 
or anti-discriminatory regulations and practices for teachers and in teacher education 
is stable as well. This is the basic optimism in all education, in all educational reform 
and policy, and especially in critical scientific positions in this field. But we have to 
acknowledge that so far this has not worked – or, to be exact, it does not work in the way 
we hope it should. Nevertheless, this hope keeps all pedagogy, all reform, all innovation 
going. Sometimes I think this practice just keeps us going around in circles. We find new 
words, new metaphors and new theories always for the same things. And the object of 
our discourses about segregation, discrimination and oppression is stable over time as 
well. In our dialogues and discourses they are just re-structured or re-formatted, but 
not reduced let alone brought to an end. And if old discriminations vanish, new ones 
arise.

4 Pedagogy, societal change…

I come back to the strong hopes interwoven in educational thinking and widespread 
among educationalists: inequality of educational opportunities, institutional and 
interactional discrimination, and open or hidden racism in education must be fought 
against in the fields of education. But the background, causes and roots of inequality, 
discrimination and racism have a long history, stem from society and culture and first 
of all must be fought there – that is, on the political and societal fields. Traditions, 
situations, structures, processes in society lead to discrimination in education and 
schooling. Education, even an avowedly anti-racist education, cannot achieve much in 
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this field. But it can and must strive for a slow betterment step by step and on the level 
of individuals and institutions.

Regarding educational activities as the dominant or even sole solution for societal 
problems overestimates the impact and possibilities of education. To delegate societal 
and ultimately economic problems, inequalities and discriminations to education as 
a universal problem solver leads to some kind of depoliticisation, trivialisation and 
defusing of the problem. And by the way: this is an old and cheap trick of traditional 
and modern conservative elites saying something like: We have a problem out there? We 
hand it over to education, to the educationalists, the teachers etc. This gives hope and calms 
everyone down, and if it does not work, we will blame them – as we always do. And they will 
hope even stronger and work even harder again – as they always do.

I do not want to spread cynicism and depression, but my point is that it is misleading 
for oneself and for others to expect that fundamental societal problems can be ‘solved’ 
by educational strategies. Societal problems have to be solved by the political and 
cultural system and their decisions and dynamics. In open societies there have to be 
public deliberations and democratic decisions and, in the end, administrative strategies 
and processes to tackle and solve problems. Pedagogues are part of that process, 
but they are neither priests, politicians nor technicians (see also Auernheimer, 2006; 
Hamburger & Seus, 1981).

5  … and the role of educational research 

Finally, some words concerning the role of educational research, of scientific expertise 
in this field. In my view, educational research is distinct from the sphere of educational 
practice, educational programmes and educational politics. Educational research is 
not educative in itself. It does not change the world, not even the world of education. 
Educational research can show and analyse discrimination and make proposals about 
how to reduce it. But the educational researcher or educational research itself cannot 
decide what has to be done or should not to be done, because he or she does not have a 
political mandate. Educational researchers have not been elected in political campaigns, 
and they do not run the risk of being voted out. He or she has no higher expertise when 
it comes to normative political decisions just because of being a researcher. His or her 
duty is to do research and to present sound research results.

In my view there must be a clear division of labour between educational research 
and educational politics. People in both these realms have a different kind of job to 
do. The coordination between both realms only works if we accept the demarcation 
line between educational research and educational politics and the different kinds of 
responsibility on each side. Respecting this difference even opens up the possibility of 
successful coordination and cooperation. Research presents information, points out 
possible strategies, describes the foreseeable and unforeseeable consequences of 
certain strategies and programmes – and also has to point out the consequences of 
non-decision or inaction by politics.

As a researcher and as an expert in teacher education I am a sceptic. I am especially 
sceptical when big and quick solutions are offered by experts and researchers or such 
solutions are promised by politicians and administrators. Nevertheless, as a university 
professor with a responsibility for the status of the educational world and above all 
as a political being, I am a determined pragmatist striving for the right little steps day 
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by day. Although we are all extremely well informed about the problems of our world 
and although we have lived through sufficient disappointments in the past, I think we 
nonetheless have to reflect and decide today what can be done and has to be done 
tomorrow.
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Abstract

Schools have some features that are virtually present all over the world so that 
they have been called ’the grammar of schooling‘. Questions raised with regard to 
transnationally mobile students indicate that the core elements of this currently 
prevalent ’grammar‘ do not appropriately respond to the demands of a student 
population that is heterogenous due to past migration and future migration 
orientations. While adjustment needs due to immigration are subject to long-
standing discussions in the education sciences, educational needs in light of the 
possibility of future migration have been rather marginally discussed. We claim 
that they should receive more attention and offer the opportunity to reflect 
about them. After detailing our definition of transnational mobility as potential 
migration in the future in relation to other conceptualisations on transnationality 
and mobility in academic literature, we use ’real-life but hypothetical scenarios‘ 
to show that the change of national school systems due to migration leads to 
frictions unless schools change or adjust elements of the ‘grammar’ of schooling. 
Because this is foreseeable, the possibility of future migration would require 
further adjustments which are exemplified in the outlook. 

1 Introduction

Maria (15) has grown up in Germany. In her family, she speaks Greek fluently, while she 
can read and write Greek only to some extent. She is considering studying in Greece 
after her graduation. Amir (15) attended school in Afghanistan for six years after which 
he fled the country without his parents. After a long journey without any opportunity 
to go to school he arrived in Germany. He is now eager to achieve his high school 
certificate and is also hoping to improve his chances to stay. Lisa (14) would like to gain 
experience abroad during her time at school. In her family, everybody has always lived 
in Germany.

These slightly shortened vignettes are “real-life but hypothetical scenarios” (Kandemir 
& Budd, 2018, p. 35) that we have used to incite discussions in the research project 
“Transnational mobility in schools” (TraMiS)1. These scenarios are based on real-life 
cases from the authors’ own exploratory interviews and empirical studies, condensed 
and transformed into vignettes that contain just enough information to encourage 
discussion on the side of the practitioners involved in the research and development 
project. Thus in the empirical part of the above-mentioned project, vignettes served 
the purpose of operationalising the concept of transnational mobility through a range 
of situations without explicitly defining it, in order to elicit rich responses relevant to 
the research question (Kandemir & Budd, 2018, p. 45). In this contribution, we discuss 
our concept of transnational mobility in detail (2). In a nutshell, it refers to situations 

1   Transnationale Mobilität in Schulen – funded by the Federal Ministry for Education and Research in the programme “Migration und 
gesellschaftlicher Wandel” [Migration and societal change] (01UM1803Y). For more information, see https://tramis.de/.

https://tramis.de/
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in which migration to another country is a realistic possibility for the future. However, 
we are aware that situations that trigger transnational mobility can be very different 
in terms of social, economic and political circumstances, individual motives and 
biographical preconditions. But what the scenarios presented above have in common 
is that an uninterrupted future residence in the country of current schooling is not self-
evident. We claim that this is rather common in a society with a range of transnational 
connections due to earlier migration movements, but also to trade, leisure contracts, 
social media communication and other factors. As a result of different social, economic 
and political preconditions, moving to another country is a desired option for some 
students and for others a threat because of enforcement of restrictive migration 
policies (see 2.2).

As we are building on a research project conducted in Germany, we based the 
vignettes on typical situations transnational mobile students may face in the German 
context as a starting point for our considerations on the theoretical implications of 
this perspective. However, the basic ideas may be transferred to other contexts as we 
assume that, throughout the world, national school systems aim at preparing people 
for successful participation in the corresponding society or even shaping a “national 
citizen” (Tröhler, 2020, p. 626). In this respect all school systems are challenged by the 
perceived education demands and needs of transnational mobile young people, many 
of whom have not only migrated in the past but plan, or are forced, to move beyond the 
borders of their current place of residence in the future. Indeed, we have discussed our 
vignettes not only in 12 schools in Germany, but also with academics and practitioners 
during field visits in national contexts with very different conditions with regard to 
migration and schooling, namely in Bozen (Italy), New York (United States), Winnipeg 
(Canada), and Stockholm (Sweden). In the frame of the research project these generic 
insights have helped us to question national restrictions and develop practicable ideas 
for school development (for example, in terms of school forms, subjects, curricula, and 
professionalisation) that take into account the needs of students who may move in 
future.

However, we are aware that this perspective is in danger of being politically abused 
for the purpose of legitimising the denial of state schools’ responsibility for students. The 
coalition agreement of the governing parties in Germany, for example, indicates that 
integration obligations are restricted to people who are considered to have ‘a perspective 
to stay permanently‘ dividing immigrants into those expected to become permanent 
members of society and those legally required to leave the country in the near future 
(Christlich Demokratische Union, Christlich-Soziale Union, Sozialdemokratische Partei 
Deutschlands, 2018, p. 106). In fact the state denied equal responsibility for migrant 
students in Germany in the early years of ’guestworker migration‘ of the 1950s up to 
the 1970s, and later only reluctantly promoted equal participation for students with a 
’migration background‘ in German society (Karakaşoğlu, Linnemann, & Vogel, 2019). 
In our perspective on transnational mobility we do not differentiate between different 
ways of crossing national borders but consider transnational mobility as a potential 
experience for all students – and not only students with a ‘migration background’ – and 
we thus aim at offering an inclusive approach that supports transnational perspectives 
in any public school system. 

Therefore, we address general features of schools when we conduct a thought 
experiment, asking for responses to past migration and also raise the question of how 
schools can proactively prevent frictions in the future – in other words how potential 
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future migration (or, as we put it, ‘mobility’) could be addressed in current schooling. As 
education always has the function of preparing the next generation for an undetermined 
future, future migration perspectives have to be taken into consideration as relevant 
for current schooling. For this discussion, we pick up on the metaphor of the ‘grammar’ 
of schooling defined by Tyack and Tobin (1994, p. 454) as the “regular structures and 
rules that organize the work of instruction”. Five core elements have been summarised 
by Fend (2011, p. 44): age cohorts, the principle of one-teacher one-classroom, subjects, 
grading and certification. While the elements are virtually universal according to the 
‘grammar’ of schooling argument, their specifications apply nationally so that there 
is a national ‘grammar‘ of schooling. To use a linguistic analogy, the idea of tenses is 
universal but the actual tense forms differ from one language to another. We structure 
our discussion of schooling approaches towards migration and mobility along these 
five elements. With this approach, we simultaneously question these structuralising 
elements, showing that changes or at least adjustments are needed to address the 
needs of transnationally mobile students. 

We will start by explaining our use of the term ‘transnational mobility’ and indicate 
the extent to which the transnational mobility of students is empirically relevant in 
the specific case of Germany (2). After introducing key elements of the ’grammar’ of 
schooling (3), we explore theoretically – with illustrative reference to the vignettes 
– how far the differences between national grammars of schooling lead to frictions 
when students migrate to countries with other school systems or (have to) perceive 
such migration as realistic future possibility. Finally (4), we give an outlook on practical 
options for including transnational approaches to schooling and indicate further 
research perspectives.

2 Defining transnational mobility 

2.2 Transnational mobility as an analytical concept

The term transnational is used in scholarly contexts in different ways that are all relevant 
for analysing specific features of migration societies: 

a)  Transnational can refer to any issue or activity that transcends or goes 
beyond national borders.

b)   If it is applied to migration, it can refer to migrants with multiple migration 
movements (Bukus, 2015, p. 82), or in a broader way to migrants who 
“develop and maintain multiple relations [...] that span borders” (Glick 
Schiller, Basch, & Blanc-Szanton, 1992, p. 1). 

c)  The existence of transnational migrants contributes to the emergence 
of a transnational social field or space. This concept is used to describe 
an established network of connections between at least two places in 
different nation states – a concept that has become popular from the 
work of Glick Schiller et al. (1992), transferred to Germany (Faist, 1996, 
2006; Pries, 1996) and increasingly applied to educational issues in the 
last decades (Gogolin & Pries, 2004; Küppers, Pusch, & Uyan Semerci, 
2016; Machold, Messerschmidt, & Hornberg, 2020).
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We understand transnational in the first sense as phenomena and practices that 
transcend the borders of two or more nation states, and a transnational migrant as a 
person with more than one migration experience across national borders in the past (for 
the second sense, see also Bukus, 2015). As outlined in the transnationalism theory of 
Pries (1996), transnational migration often occurs in and contributes to a transnational 
(macro-) social space. Our focus lies on individual perspectives to move beyond borders 
in the future, which we have chosen to address as transnational mobility, which means a 
disposition to migrate beyond national borders as one realistic possibility for the future 
– whether as a matter of choice or forced on an individual by a temporary or insecure 
residence status (Karakaşoğlu & Vogel, 2019, p. 96). The term “mobility” indicates 
the “recognition of the dynamic and often more fluid nature of the phenomenon” of 
migration (Triandafyllidou & Gropas, 2014, p. 8).2 Future migration may be planned as 
temporary or permanent and includes what the United Nations (UN) used to call short-
term migration of less than one year (United Nations, Department of Economic and 
Social Affairs, Statistics Division [UN DESA], 1998, p. 18).

Meanwhile, the UN’s statistical department uses international mobility as a generic 
term encompassing all spatial movements of people over state borders (United 
Nations, Department of Economic and Social Affairs, Statistics Division [UN DESA], 
2017, p. 7).3 We are aware that we have chosen a term that is used in the sense that 
we suggest, but also in a wide range of fields and meanings (for example traffic, social 
status, chemistry, or migration). According to Urry (2007), the term “mobilities” is used 
to refer to paradigmatic change in social sciences: “Movement, potential movement 
and blocked movement are all conceptualized as constitutive of economic, social and 
political relations” (p. 43). Our focus is on potential and blocked migration movements 
in the future.

2.3  Transnational mobility as an experience and option – empirical 
approaches

Whether or not individuals consider future migration across national borders as 
a realistic possibility cannot be easily measured. Therefore, we cannot prove that 
transnational mobility is relevant for a considerable proportion of student populations. 
Nonetheless, we present some indications that this is not unlikely, in terms of migration 
intentions, residency-related insecurities and statistical indications of multiple, circular 
and re-migration. 

Migration intentions indicate how far people consider the possibility of living in a 
different country in the future. A worldwide survey of the working population in 2018 
indicated that more than half of all respondents could imagine working abroad in 
the future, and about two-thirds in the younger population (Strack, Booker, Kovacs-
Ondrejkovic, Hermann, & Löwer, 2018, p. 2). In this respect it has been empirically shown 
that many people who think of migration as a possibility for a number of different 
reasons never migrate (Kley, 2011), but considering the possibility of migration may still 
influence their perceived educational needs and their educational aspirations.

Past (family) migration seems to have an impact on future migration options and 
plans. For example, according to a recent survey, people who consider themselves 
of Turkish origin prove to have considerable interests in temporary and permanent 

2   For their empirical study, they differentiate between two types of “transnational mobility” – as repeated circular movements of (a) 
immigrants or (b) return migrants (Gropas & Triandafyllidou, 2014, p. 17). 

3   Only when a non-resident enters a country with the actual or intended duration of stay of at least one year is the person deemed 
to have changed residence and is considered as an ‘immigrant’ for statistical purposes.
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migration between Turkey and Germany. 15% plan to migrate to Turkey, including 
people of the third generation who have never lived there, and even 37% wish to 
experience repeated stays in both Turkey and Germany (Sauer, 2018, pp. 28-29).

Residential insecurities concern a smaller part of populations. Whereas citizens do 
not have to fear being forced to leave for another country in times of peace, foreign 
nationals can be expelled under specific conditions. In democratic states, residency 
security and legal rights usually increase with the duration of stay, while a residency 
status with a limited duration is the rule at the beginning of a stay (even if someone is 
welcomed as an immigrant with the expectation of permanent residence). The foreign 
nationals register in Germany, for example, indicates that one third of all foreign 
national residents (3.6 million) have only a temporary or no residence entitlement. 
Nearly all refugee children and youths had no secure residency status in 2016 (Vogel & 
Dittmer, 2019, p. 27). 

Multiple, circular and re-migration: The vast majority of the world’s population live in 
their country of birth. However, a proportion have spent part of their lives in another 
country and returned for different reasons.4 Estimates indicate that, depending on the 
country of destination and the time period considered, 20% to 50% of immigrants leave 
within five years after their arrival, either to return home or to move on to a third country 
(Dumont & Spielvogel, 2008, p. 163). For our context it is of special interest to examine 
how far this relates to the school-age group. In Germany it can be shown that between 
1991 and 2015, German residence registers counted on average five departures of 
minors from Germany for every ten entries (Vogel & Dittmer, 2019, pp. 20-21).

3 The ‘grammar’ of schooling in the light of transnational mobility

A wide range of schools all over the world have developed a number of core structural 
and cultural commonalities. These structures and rules have been called the ’grammar‘ 
of schooling (Tyack & Tobin, 1994) and these define what mainly characterises the 
organisation of schools. Fend (2011) summarises essential elements of this ’grammar‘ 
(p. 44): 

a) grouping of students of the same age cohorts in stages,
b) organisation of teaching in classrooms with a single teacher, 
c)  organisation of knowledge in subjects with increasing specialisation 

along the grades, 
d)  comparative grading of students’ performance according to standardised 

rules and procedures, 
e)  certification of one educational stage as a criterion for accessing higher 

educational stages. 

These features are still largely standard all over the world in formal education at state-
run schools.5 Therefore, it makes sense to explore how schools deal with transnational 
mobility in relation to these elements of the ‘grammar‘ of schooling, even though individual 
schools can deviate from the norm, for instance by employing multi-professional teams 
to organise learning in interdisciplinary projects for differing age groups.

4   For Germany, a microcensus survey indicates that about 3.1% of the currently resident population have interrupted their life 
in Germany to stay at least one year abroad. Unpublished result, communicated by the Federal Statistical Office of Germany 
(Statistisches Bundesamt), January 18th, 2019. 

5  As institutionalised, intentional and planned through public organisations and recognised private bodies, that constitute the 
formal education system of a country (United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization, Institute for Statistics 
[UIS], 2012, p. 11).
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The organisational features of schooling can be found all over the world, but their 
specification differs considerably between nation states. Some examples: 

• age cohorts and stages: Children attend their first basic school only for 
four years in Germany and for nine years in Sweden. 

• organisation in classes and courses: Students in secondary schools 
can attend courses according to their individual learning plans, as for 
example in Canada, or can be grouped in stable class formations like in 
many schools in Germany.

• subjects: Schools can offer the subject ‘social studies’ that includes 
geographical and historical aspects with a global and methodological 
focus. Alternatively, history and geography can be taught as separate 
subjects – with a focus on transmitting national narratives and having 
pupils memorise key features of the national geography and historical 
events. 

• certification: The school system can end with one school leaving certificate 
that is the precondition for access to all tertiary education schemes, as for 
example in the US, or with four different school leaving certificates with 
the lowest being accepted only in a limited range of vocational education 
schemes and only the highest giving access to all university studies, such 
as for example in Germany. 

These specifications are part of each country’s particular national ‘grammar‘ of schooling. 
National schooling systems usually address all students as if they have attended the 
successive stages of the national system from kindergarten to school leaving certificate 
and tertiary education without interruption (spatial and temporal continuity) (Schroeder 
& Seukwa, 2018, p. 141). 

Whenever students experience changes of education systems and/or countries, 
they are challenged by the need to fit in, to make new connections to school rules and 
cultures (Helsper, 2008), and to follow the respective national curriculum with specific 
subjects and national narratives (Schroeder & Seukwa, 2018, p. 154). If permanent 
immigrants enter these systems as newcomers, they are supposed to adjust to the 
new educational environment in order to successfully continue schooling, ideally 
by establishing connections between the ways of teaching and learning, content of 
subjects, and soft skills, for instance, of the former and of the current (supposedly 
permanent) place of residence. If we additionally think of transnational mobility in the 
sense we have outlined in the former section, options for multiple connections are 
needed – considering not only connections between past and present systems but also 
between present and potential future places of residence.

To draw attention to the implications of transnational migration and transnational 
mobility, we present the results of a thought experiment with reference to Germany as 
the current place of residence. We consider the situation of the three fictional characters 
introduced in vignettes at the beginning of this contribution – the 14-year-old Lisa who 
would like to get some international school experience during her school time, the 
15-year-old Maria with a Greek-German speaking family background who would like to 
be able to study either in Germany or Greece, and the 15-year-old Amir with six years 
of school experience in Afghanistan, who wishes to stay in Germany but who may be 
forced to leave due to restrictive asylum regulations. What do the different elements 
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of the ‘grammar’ of schooling specifically imply for the three hypothetical situations we 
have outlined in these vignettes? We raise exemplary questions that could arise in the 
respective situations. 

 
a)    Age grouping: If the 14-year-old Lisa attends school in another country 

for a couple of months or a full school year to get some international 
school experience, will she be able to return to her original class, or is she 
supposed to repeat a year, learning with a lower cohort on return? Will 
the 15-year-old Maria be able to acquire the necessary academic Greek 
skills to start studying at a Greek university immediately after gaining her 
higher secondary school diploma, or will she have to attend preparatory 
classes to be able to study in Greece? Does Amir have to attend classes 
according to his schooling years in grade 7 with 12-year-old children or 
according to his biological age with his 15-year-old peers?

b)   One-teacher one-classroom principle: When Lisa has returned from 
her year abroad, is there a second educator in the class who helps her 
to catch up with her classmates in a subject that did not exist in the 
school that she attended abroad? If there is no possibility to set up a 
conventional Greek class with a Greek teacher in Maria’s school, are there 
any alternatives by bringing additional people into the classroom, for 
example digitally or by cooperating with migrant organisations?6 
If Amir is supposed to attend a class according to his age group without 
the necessary German proficiency and subject-related knowledge that 
his classmates were able to acquire in their German school careers, 
adequate individual support can hardly be supplied by a single teacher. 
Does he receive support within the same classroom, for example through 
bilingual assistants? Or is Amir sorted into a parallel class of German as 
a second language learners with a German teacher and has to achieve 
a certain German level before he is put on the road to further subject 
learning? If he is supposed to attend a German language class for an 
extended time, German language knowledge would be the only school-
induced competence which he can take with him in case he has to leave 
Germany. 

c)   Subjects: If Lisa goes to the US for six months, she will attend different 
compulsory and elective courses there. In the meantime she will miss what 
her classmates are learning in Germany. Are her learning experiences 
considered equivalent, and does she receive help after she returns in 
case she missed a learning content that is essential for the next step in 
subjects in her home school? 
Maria is expected to have basic knowledge in two other languages beyond 
German if she wants to study in Germany. Is it possible for Maria to learn 
Greek in school on an academic level as one of these two languages, so 
that school prepares her to have two options – studying in Greece or 
Germany? 

  Can Amir go on to develop his native language Pashto – both as a language 
subject relevant for the German system and as an essential qualification 

6   On our website, you will find a short handout suggesting a pilot project (in German). See https://tramis.de/wp-content/
uploads/2020/09/02_Mehrsprachenunterricht_fin.pdf. 

https://tramis.de/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/02_Mehrsprachenunterricht_fin.pdf
https://tramis.de/wp-content/uploads/2020/09/02_Mehrsprachenunterricht_fin.pdf
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in case of forced return? Is his initial learning phase restricted to acquiring 
the language of instruction (German), or are there opportunities to 
develop his knowledge in a range of subjects that are relevant beyond 
the present system, such as mathematics?

 
d)   Grading: If grades are given in relation to social norms – the class or the 

age cohort, for example – system changers such as Lisa and Amir face 
systematic disadvantages. They are likely to have learned knowledge 
and competences in other systems that are not considered valuable 
and relevant for their grades in the German system, and instead their 
performance in tests is measured according to the average of what their 
classmates show who have continuously attended the German school 
system. To what extent can their knowledge and skills acquired in another 
national context be taken into consideration for their grading? Are they 
exempted from being graded in certain subjects if they have missed the 
content? Or do they receive additional tuition as long as they need it to 
catch up?

e)   Certification: How can Lisa plan her stay abroad without risking failure in 
tests for her school leaving certificates? As Amir arrived in Germany only 
a couple of years before he is expected to gain his first school leaving 
certificate, what can be done to enable him to cope? Is his certificate 
of secondary education accepted in other countries, even though he 
has studied different subjects? Are there any options for preparing 
simultaneously for the relevant certificates in two countries in spite of 
differing age grouping, subjects and grading? 

These questions lead us to the next section where we will sketch – again illustrating 
it with the vignettes – how the ’grammar‘ of schooling could be adjusted or changed 
with respect to the needs of transnationally mobile young people and what kind of 
practical solutions we found in partner schools in Germany and during field visits in 
four different national school contexts. 

4  Outlook – practical implications of transforming the ‘grammar’ of 
schooling

The ‘grammar‘ of schooling is the result of an ongoing historical process of school 
development in different national contexts. Questions raised with regard to 
transnationally mobile students indicate that the core elements of this currently prevalent 
’grammar‘ do not appropriately respond to the demands of a student population that 
is – among other relevant and intersecting diversity dimensions – heterogenous due 
to past migration and future migration orientations. Thus a transformation or at least 
adjustment of the core elements of this ’grammar‘ is needed in order to meet the 
educational rights and needs of students so that they can receive high-level quality 
education. As we have asked how the diverse individual needs in a transnational 
context can be better addressed, it is not surprising that our general conclusions relate 
very much to principles of reform pedagogy, guiding the agenda of reform schools all 
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over the world. Their commonality is based on the orientation towards the individual 
student and his or her needs in education to support subjectivation and to unfold 
their individual potential – which is also the main goal of inclusive education (United 
Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Organization [UNESCO], 2009). In this 
final section, we formulate some specific considerations regarding how transnational 
mobility of students can be addressed, being aware that we have created a category 
encompassing students and parents who see future migration as a valuable option and 
others who (have to) consider future migration as a realistic possibility because their 
current residence status may force them to leave. 

The final sketch of ideas is inspired by practices in partner schools in Germany and 
other countries as well as by the experiences and ideas expressed by teachers, parents 
and students in several workshops and discussion groups that we initiated for our data 
collection during the last two years. We return again to the illustrative scenarios of 
transnational mobility to present approaches that have addressed this phenomenon – 
explicitly without recommending individual schools as examples of best practice, as this 
would require a more in-depth study and detailed descriptions of specific circumstances 
and implementation. 

Students like those in the vignette ‘Lisa’ who would like to get experience in other 
countries would be well served if a school offered established exchange relations of 
varying length and regular consultation practices so that she and her parents could 
envisage the implications of a stay abroad and make an informed decision. Return to 
her original class with generous acceptance of courses taken abroad and support in 
catching up should be an option, and guaranteed access to a class in the year below 
an alternative. We have found a practicable form of implementation for this idea, for 
example, in our partner school in Minden, Germany7. Thus, Lisa would profit from 
flexible age grouping and subject definition.

We realised that in schools in socioeconomically disadvantaged neighbourhoods of 
cities in which many students already have a range of transnational (family) relations, 
Lisa’s interest in an international school experience would be considered as exceptional 
and probably neither noticed nor addressed in regular school practices. If we consider 
transnational experience as valuable for all interested parts of the population, students 
should have access to safe, financially feasible and well-monitored opportunities 
to collect experiences abroad, even if their parents have no funds to finance a stay 
and cannot provide advice. Schools in disadvantaged neighbourhoods could help by 
establishing cooperation in regional networks. Schools with a focus on vocational 
orientation could also explore international traineeship programmes. 

For cases similar to the vignette of ‘Maria‘, it would be favourable to enable her to 
develop her Greek in the regular school time and to make it valuable for her certification. 
Her school could offer individualised learning options for languages with modularised 
subject content so that she can build on prior knowledge. There are school types in 
Germany that offer this option for all their multilingual students, for example one of 
our partner schools, the European School at Karlsruhe, Germany8. This school offers 
opportunities to all students to learn in two languages and to receive a European-wide 
recognised university qualification. If their family language is not one of the languages 
of instruction, they can receive lessons in their family language as well. This model is 
difficult to scale up due to its high costs. European schools are set up by the European 
Union (EU), are free for eligible EU employees and accessible for others who are able to 
pay high school fees. If regular public schools want to provide language development 

8   See https://tramis.de/schulen/11_esk/. 

https://tramis.de/schulen/11_esk/
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opportunities for all languages that students may wish to develop, this requires new 
ways of teaching. One teacher in the classroom could be complemented by additional 
teachers of specific languages who become part of the classroom through online 
conferences. A proposal to broaden language development opportunities in a way that 
could be used by state-funded schools has been sketched and presented to scholarly 
discourse as an outcome of TraMiS (Vogel, 2020). 

While students in the vignettes ‘Lisa’ and ‘Maria’ have grown up in Germany and 
their transnational mobility is based on voluntary considerations to spend a part of 
their future abroad, other students – like the one presented in the vignette ‘Amir’ – 
have been forced to leave their country of origin so that their school education has 
been interrupted. Although Amir wishes to stay, this could change in the future, or he 
could be forced to leave due to restrictive asylum and migration policies. Amir faces 
considerable constraints and restrictions in terms of ’transnational mobility‘. To offer 
him a respectful education experience and a future perspective to exercise agency over 
his own life – which is the declared function of school in a democratic, inclusive and 
pluralist society like Germany – schools should design their inclusion paths in a way that 
also enables double and multiple transnational connections to other contexts. “Amir” 
would profit, like “Maria”, from an opportunity to develop his family language in the 
scope of regular schooling. In addition, modularised subject content could help him to 
catch up on what he has missed without having to repeat what he has already learned 
– either with students of his age, as is practised in our partner school Gesamtschule 
Leverkusen Schlebusch9 for example, or in mixed age groups, a practice we witnessed 
in the TraMiS partner at the Offene Schule in Cologne10.

The schools in the Internationals Network for Public Schools, based in New York 
City, USA11, are specifically designed to address the needs of students who enter 
secondary education as newly arrived pupils with very diverse school experiences 
prior to their arrival, like “Amir”. They encourage students to use competences in all 
languages for learning, offer graduation-relevant subject contents from the beginning, 
and combine a demanding pedagogical approach with extensive support that leads to 
high success rates in exams. This approach recognises knowledge and skills that have 
been developed by students before they entered the new system. An alternative way 
of taking prior knowledge and skills into account was observed in Lidingö, Sweden. A 
short and intensive Swedish course for usually two months is accompanied by culture- 
and language-sensitive diagnosis of competences and interests in core subjects. After 
the short introductory phase, inclusion in regular classes is supported by bilingual 
education assistants. Languages spoken in the pupils’ families can also be developed 
(Linnemann, 2020).

We are aware that further analysis would need to go deeper into the specific relation 
between different nation states, their particular migration patterns and policies as well 
as their education systems and approaches that have been taken for granted in this 
contribution. Obligatory learning in public schools is historically closely related to the 
formation of nation states and the “national citizen” (Wenning, 1999, p. 116). Therefore 
“we will never understand nationalism in all its layers if we exclude education from the 
study of nationalism and […] we will never understand modern education if we exclude 
nationalism in the emergence of the modern nation-states” (Tröhler, 2020). 

Historical and contemporary schools have been and still are confronted with the 
antinomy of liberation and disciplining, between harmonisation and differentiation: 

  9   See https://tramis.de/schulen/6_gls/. 
10   See https://tramis.de/schulen/7_osk/. 
11   See http://internationalsnps.org/ and Vogel and Heidrich (2020).

https://tramis.de/schulen/6_gls/
https://tramis.de/schulen/7_osk/
http://internationalsnps.org/
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state-directed organisation and funding leads to the demand for state-centred 
structural harmonisation, whereas inclusive education, oriented towards the needs of 
individuals, leads to the demand for subject-oriented differentiation (Wenning, 1999). 
Current theoretical approaches from the education sciences point at the necessity for 
a new understanding of teaching and learning in the light of a rising complexity of the 
present world and an “emerging future” (Schratz, 2019, p. 48, trans. by authors). For 
this to occur, they stress, not only does our understanding of learning need to respond 
to the world, relating to Rosa’s (2019) concept of “resonance pedagogy”, but also the 
functions, structure and content of schools have to be transformed fundamentally. Our 
contribution aims at connecting to this discourse by means of a focused perspective 
on transnational mobilities of students. It adds further dimensions of differentiation 
and orientation to the manifold dimensions of antinomies in contemporary state-
run schools already in place, emphasising the increasing importance of transnational 
connections that schools have to take into consideration in their efforts to empower 
the development of an individual’s personality and to address the societal functions of 
schooling (Karakaşoğlu & Vogel, 2020). 
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Abstract

This paper, based on the findings of a case study conducted in Greece from 
November to December 2014, discusses the ramifications of the economic crisis 
on the professional and, by extension social/personal lives of primary education 
teachers. The analysis of the data shows that all aspects relevant to the education 
process have been severely affected in terms of infrastructure, relationships, 
personal development and quality of teaching and learning. More than that, 
teachers, due to the nature of their profession, have proven to be a rich source 
of data regarding all aspects of the crisis and its repercussions on themselves, 
their students and on Greek society as a whole. 

1 Introduction

In the eye of the memorandum hurricane1 for the ninth consecutive year, and even though 
Greece and its crisis have started to become old news in international media, the reality 
remains harsh and the future definitely looks unpromising. Although, after all these 
years, it may be difficult to continue to describe the country as being “in the throes of a 
crisis” (Siani-Davies, 2017), evidence produced by research into the situation leaves us 
little choice. 

In fact, restructuring of the country’s education system has taken place in a general 
environment which can be limited neither geographically nor to a specific level. On 
the contrary, and despite particularities, the effort to deconstruct public education 
in Greece is incorporated in a general framework that transcends levels. The latter is 
the historic attack by capital on all levels: against knowledge degenerating into skills; 
against education and its social role by intensifying social inequality in education; and 
against labour and the acquired rights of the working world (Boyiopoulos, 2011; Tyack & 
Cuban, 1995). But the relationship between society and education is not mechanistic. It 
is historical, dialectical and controversial; the product of social, political and ideological 
conflicts both within and outside education (Giroux & McLaren, 1994; Shor & Freire, 1987). 
In that sense, education reforms are not objective processes, but measures marked by 
class characteristics through which the political authority attempts to overcome the 
crisis. Whether they will be applied or otherwise is not predetermined, but depends on 
correlations between social and political powers, the general political and ideological 
framework and the level of development of social movements (Katsikas & Kavvadias, 
1998). Consequently, any discussion and analysis of the effects the capitalist crisis has 
had on education should be approached holistically, providing a clearer picture of its 
economic, social and political dimensions, along with its causes and the diversity of its 
aspects; only an approach such as this can demonstrate its real depth and extent.

Therefore, the initial drive for the conducted research, described in this paper, was 
my firm belief that in current circumstances a twofold understanding is more necessary 

1 Literally, a calm or quiet period preceding the onset of a worsening situation. 
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than ever. Such an understanding should emerge by using empirical evidence from 
research studies, as a means to determine the significance of changes in education 
“over and against and in relation” to the financial crisis (Ball, 2011, p. x), while at the 
same time placing schooling in its economic, social, political and cultural contexts. To 
put it differently, what has been extremely important was to comprehend the reasons 
for, and ways in which, the economic crisis in Greece has served, among others, as a 
platform for the much-anticipated technocratic turn in education2.

In this regard, I have chosen not to limit myself to merely recording direct 
consequences or to reviewing changes individually, but to firmly integrate these in a 
general framework and understand them on the basis of socio-political circumstances 
that capture their essence. Thus, I treat the endeavour to reform the educational process 
in Greece as one with global dimensions, correlated with the need to manage capitalist 
reform and to shape a new type of worker in accordance with capital’s need for human 
resources. More precisely, I maintain that successive Greek governments, having 
signed the memoranda and in line with the directives of the EU and other international 
organisations, have been following the typical neoliberal strategy of what Harvey calls 
“creative destruction” (Harvey, 2005). Meaning, allowing for the degradation of public 
services in order to prove that the market and private sector know best. Additionally, 
the Greek crisis is not treated as a local phenomenon but as a structural problem of 
capitalism itself that has been used as an excuse to impose neoliberal practices on 
society in general, and education in particular. Besides, in the course of the global 
economic crisis, those domains not as yet privatised, such as public education, become 
ideal targets for the overaccumulation of capital that remains stagnant and incapable 
of being reinvested profitably (Gounari, 2014).

In this article, therefore, I first strive to outline the socio-political context in Greece 
around the time the interviews were conducted. The next section provides some 
insight into my methodology and sampling criteria. Finally, I present the findings of 
my research in terms of conclusions drawn from the analysis of the data provided by 
teachers as to how their professional, personal and social lives have been affected by 
the economic crisis. 

2 A nation at risk and educational reforms

Concerning public education in Greece, the educational landscape, as it emerges from 
reforms in all levels of education, is being radically transformed on the basis of changes 
that remorselessly espouse neoliberal dogmas. In fact, it takes little more than a brief 
glance at legislation around education and at the official public discourse to see that 
there is pressure for a different kind of education on all levels: one that promotes 
selection, fierce competition, performance management, individual accountability 
and risk management (Apple, Ball, & Gandin, 2010). In this new framework, education 
is no longer considered a social right; its democratic and critical characteristics have 
shrunk and it looks more and more like a market commodity on the basis of supply 
and demand, cost and profit. At the same time, a new type of school has emerged, 
characterised by a series of overt or covert privatisations. This school is staffed by 
teachers largely trapped in flexible forms of work, whose job becomes clearly executive 
and performative (Gounari & Grollios, 2013; Grollios, Liambas, & Pavlidis, 2015).

2  Even in Greece, the unapologetic and radical turn to neoliberal policies, corresponding with an ‘international educational paradigm’, 
has been one of the main concerns of governing political parties since the 1990s (Chrysochou, Katsiampoura, & Skordoulis, 2014). 
However, this had only partially been achieved until the emergence of the crisis and the decision to opt for the memoranda.
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During the period of the crisis, policies imposed on Greek education with the help of 
international organisations3 have had all the hallmarks of supranational governance: 
reports and evaluations; advisory programme proposals; operational programmes 
drawn up by the Ministry of Education; memoranda and commitments; blackmail; and 
finally, subservience to the OECD (Mavrogiorgos, 2017). In fact, the sweeping changes 
were not even commitments, but prerequisites for all evaluations.4 Using the economic 
crisis and various memoranda as pretexts, there was an attempt to achieve a sweeping 
progress against all delays imposed by the harsh labour struggles in education. 

At the time of the study explained below, the consequences of the crisis on education 
had already started to become painfully obvious. It was a school year that introduced 
exceptional demands on teachers, right from the start, with reduced personnel in 
addition.5 There had already been, among other measures, extensive cuts to teachers’ 
salaries in the academic year 2010-11, in the next academic year when teachers used 
photocopies due to a lack of textbooks, and finally in 2013-14, when the launch of the 
beta version of the integrated information system Myschool6 had excessively burdened 
headteachers with extra administrative work. 

On the other hand, in the country’s political scenery, there was a coalition government 
led by New Democracy, with Antonis Samaras as prime minister.7 In terms of everyday 
reality, adverse living conditions were becoming more prevalent, lifestyles were 
subverted and child poverty was increasing. Alongside the numbers of employed poor, 
unemployment reached a record high, taxation became crippling and cases of national 
depression emerged at an alarming rate. Finally, teachers, themselves affected by the 
crisis professionally, personally and emotionally, had to pedagogically deal with the 
social and familial crises their students were experiencing, and they had to do so under 
the most adverse circumstances. It is thus not difficult to comprehend why, in such 
intense conditions, teachers’ roles are not, and cannot, be limited to the classroom. On 
the contrary, their professional skills are tested to a far greater extent (Gounari, 2014). 
This realisation has made me keenly interested in the collective meaning of teachers’ 
work as they themselves perceive it while being part of an occupational community 
(Van Maanen & Barley, 1984). In that sense, and contrary to mainstream educational 
research that tends to favour analyses restricted to psychology, traits and individual 
personalities, I have advocated for conceiving of teachers as a social collectivity, not 
only engaged in the reproduction of social value but also in social action, and thus 
having an impact on social change. 

3 Greece as a case study: Results

The purpose of the study at hand was to investigate the ramifications of the economic 
crisis, ravaging Greece since 2009, on the professional and by extension social/
personal lives of primary education teachers, along with the potential impact on 

3  The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD), the European Union (EU) and the International Monetary 
Fund (IMF). 

4  It should not be forgotten that signing the agreement for a new OECD survey was one of the prerequisite measures for completing 
the second review under the terms of the third memorandum.

5  Fewer and fewer substitute teachers had been hired in the previous years while, since 2012/2013, transfers and secondments of 
permanent staff have been reduced to a minimum.

6  Myschool.sch.gr is a comprehensive online platform that was designed to integrate all existing digital systems of school, grade 
and student roster management. While its application was a step in a much-needed direction towards digitisation and better 
management, it came at a time when teachers and headteachers had suffered many blows. In fact, it was forcibly introduced 
towards the end of the school year and created a chaotic situation affecting school operations for months afterwards (mainly in 
terms of registration of students, leaves of absence and recording grades). Ever since its introduction, the administrative work 
required from headteachers has gradually increased and, on top of that, the extensive training that was necessary to familiarise 
them with the system never really happened.

7  New Democracy had won the June 2012 election and formed a coalition government with the Panhellenic Socialist Movement, 
known generally by its acronym PASOK, and the Democratic Left (DIMAR). Antonis Samaras was prime minister from 2012 to 2015. 
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teaching practices and the overall quality of the education process. Employing a Critical 
Pedagogy approach, this case study placed the whole thinking within the philosophical 
framework of dialectical materialism.8 This approach not only pinpoints social class as 
an explanatory variable, it also considers teaching as a form of labour, thus giving an 
opportunity to depict the deteriorating conditions under which teachers work today 
(Mac an Ghaill, 1996; Weber, 2007). 

The main research was conducted from November to December 2014 and was carried 
out in 24 public schools in the prefectures of Attica and Magnesia. The total sample, 
consisting of 102 primary education teachers, was distributed in 24 focus groups and 
mini focus groups that were dispersed across areas with different socioeconomic 
backgrounds. The fact that I was interested in the collective meaning of teachers’ 
work, rather than in individual career trajectories, was a key factor in the choice of the 
particular method for gathering data (Agostinone-Wilson, 2013; Allman, 2001; Little, 
2007). A combination of coding methods,9 as proposed by J. Saldaña (2012, pp. 188-
193), was used to analyse the data, shedding light on the various ways in which primary 
school teachers in Greece perceived the crisis and its impact on their life and work. 
More precisely, the following main topics and concerns emerged. 

3.1  Funding problems

The analysis of the data shows that all aspects relevant to the educational process have 
been severely affected in terms of infrastructure, relationships, personal development 
and quality of teaching and learning. In fact, the spectre of the crisis seems to have 
affected teachers to such a degree that they tended to refer to the beginning of the 
crisis as a point zero in their working lives, constantly contrasting the clarity of the 
pre-crisis period with the obscurities of current reality. The findings confirmed that a 
lack of school funding was obvious in all sectors of school life: from the severe lack of 
teaching personnel to an underfunding of school units leading to serious shortages of 
basic materials and to an inability to cover essential needs (like hygiene and heating).10 

The idea to not ask for much and be grateful for what we have [is always] at the back 
of our mind. We stopped asking, wanting something more, we forgot what we enjoyed 
having in the past. This deprivation has become a way of life, living with as little as 
possible, the bare necessities, fearing a worse future. (VOL6.2)11 

3.2  Uncertainty about impending assessment

The second remark is related to teachers’ isolation and their suspicion about the motives 
of the project. I was particularly surprised by the initial reluctance of teachers to meet 

8  For a thorough analysis of dialectical materialism as a framing research tool, compare the author’s Dialectical materialism: A 
philosophical framework, a theoretical ‘weapon’ and a framing research tool (Chrysochou, 2019).

9 For a thorough analysis on the different coding methods used, see the author’s PhD dissertation (Chrysochou, 2018). 
10  It is worth noting that from 2009 to 2013, total spending on education has been reduced by 33%, a trend that has only grown 

in subsequent years. For clarity’s sake, an extra point needs to be stressed. Under the terms of the signed memoranda, one of 
OECD’s main priorities regarding Greek public education was to decentralise and make autonomous its school units. To achieve 
this, the Greek public schools’ funding system has changed. More precisely, instead of the Ministry of Education’s regular budget 
that used to cover the operating costs of the schools, the school boards were now under the control of municipalities. The latter 
have further aggravated underfunding by establishing new time-consuming processes of fund release. A final reference needs to 
be made to the regional and provincial variations that existed; schools in the more bourgeois regions seemed to face less severe 
problems, usually due to financial contributions from students’ families. 

11  This is part of the cleaning of my data for ensuring anonymity and confidentiality for the participants of my research project. 
So, codes were used to replace the names of interviewees consisting of the site, number of focus group, and number of the 
participant. For example, Participant ATH7.1 is one of the interviewees from a school in Athens, belonging to focus group 7. 
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and participate in interviews. While they were not negatively predisposed to taking part 
in the research, they wanted to know all details concerning my identity, the reason I was 
conducting the study and the institution I was representing. Their misgivings though, 
stemmed from their hesitation to openly express their opinions about the imminent 
evaluation of teaching work, promoted by the government of the time.12 Not only did 
they often evade my questions on the issue, but they also used specific vocabulary when 
referring to government plans. Their discourse repeatedly manifested a vocabulary of 
fear, with words like “afraid”, “terrified” and “pressure” appearing in all interviews.13 This 
expressed sentiment of anxiety was closely linked especially to their fear of dismissal 
during an extremely difficult period financially. However, teachers did not seem to 
completely reject the notion of assessment, especially because they had a strong belief 
in their theoretical background and their competencies. They strongly questioned, 
however, the framework within which this assessment was designed,14 and complained 
about being assessed by governors who had proved themselves unworthy and often 
corrupt as a result of scandals over the previous decades. 

Indirectly, directly, [the work of teachers] is very much affected. I see colleagues terrified, 
panicking, [...] stressed, anxious, not because they don’t do a good job, but because they 
don’t know what this is, what its purpose is. [...] It’s that we don’t know exactly what 
they’re asking for. (VOL7.1)

3.3  Relationships at work

Although the isolation factor is generally considered a feature of teachers’ work, the 
latter appeared to be heavily accentuated by the crisis and its repercussions. While all 
teachers appeared positive regarding the importance of having a pleasant atmosphere 
at their workplace, they all noted that since the beginning of the crisis there has been 
a great shift in their relations with colleagues and parents. As far as other teachers are 
concerned, many of the interviewees noted that a lot of colleagues had become more 
distant due to their own personal or financial problems and to the division caused by 
their opposing opinions on the soon to be implemented assessment.

We are becoming increasingly suspicious of one another. Everyone tries, and often in 
secret, to do more so that we are in a better position than the others. This creates a 
suspicious and uncooperative climate, and it’s not good [...] because we are dealing 
with personalities, we try to shape free personalities, unfortunately, in these conditions, 
they’ll be anything but free. (VOL23.1)

12  It is appropriate here, especially for readers from other national contexts, to make a special reference to the history of evaluation 
in the Greek public education system. The first form of evaluation in Greece, which was at the same time one of the longest-
running institutions in the history of Greek education, was the so-called Inspector (1895). With his judgement, deciding whether 
a teacher would remain in service or not, the Inspector essentially controlled the degree to which the government’s education 
policy was applied, punishing or rewarding teachers accordingly. An object of great controversy in the field of educational politics, 
it was finally abolished in 1982, when it was replaced by the School Advisor. Ever since, even though the issue of evaluation in 
education frequently resurfaced in discussions or proposed laws, it was not practically applied to the Greek educational reality 
(twofold evaluation encompassed in Greek law 1986/2002) until 2013. When this research was conducted, in 2014, the evaluation 
process had partly begun, in terms of quality of the school unit and evaluation of headteachers.   

13  However, a distinction must be noted here between teachers who were unionised and those who were not part of any association. 
Teachers who were active members of trade unions appeared to be more informed about the requests and guidelines of the 
OECD and were much more aware of the idea of supranational organisations implementing neoliberal reforms in the Greek 
education system. These specific teachers appeared to be less afraid of the announced reforms thanks to their knowledge and 
understanding and also to the feelings of camaraderie this association offered them. 

14  It is worth noting here that teachers as a group, both those who were experiencing change in their work environments and 
those who were not, expressed similar concerns during interviews. They speculated that if the evaluation proceeded, at least on 
the basis set down in the Presidential Decree, it would inevitably affect the workers’ relationship as much as schooling culture in 
general. In fact, they maintained that it would contribute to the formation of a competitive and individualistic context, while at the 
same time give rise to a culture of obedience towards management. The latter concern, along with the hierarchical character, the 
vague criteria, the lack of pedagogical value and the lack of transparency in the process and the political and ideological purposes 
it was supposed to serve, were according to my data the reasons why they unanimously opposed the particular Presidential 
Decree concerning the forthcoming evaluation. 
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3.4  Tantalising bureaucracy 

Special reference needs to be made to the number of administrative reforms in 
education, during the years of the crisis, and to the ways they affected teachers’ work. 
As teachers overall emphasized, the intensification of their work and the overwhelming 
pressure have escalated to dangerous levels. Teachers presented themselves as 
burdened with administrative form filling, and “unnecessary bureaucratic tasks” that 
distracted them from teaching. Simultaneously, they underlined that time available 
to socialise with colleagues had been cut to a minimum and the staffroom no longer 
represented the team spirit of the school community.

At the same time, the majority of teachers referred to bureaucratic control mechanisms 
that raised the visibility of individual performance and a secretly cultivated climate of 
suspicion and antagonism among colleagues that promoted an individualised work 
environment. In that context, there was pressure to make some procedures compulsory, 
such as school advisors urging teachers to participate in paid seminars. All of the above 
seemed to cause significant concern for teachers, who described their situation as a 
targeted approach of “divide and conquer”. They stressed that it was the first time they 
had felt so divided into categories and sides; a strategy they interpreted as an attempt 
to weaken the professional community by undermining common interests. 

I’ve seen a huge change; I see everybody running around from morning till the end of 
the school day and quite often we don’t even have time to talk. This never happened 
before, we were working, but it was organised, there was a schedule. Now there’s no 
schedule, suddenly everybody is up and running. (ATH22.1)

3.5  Impact on student community

Concerning whether the crisis has had consequences for the student community, 
always according to teachers, the reply is, unfortunately, yes. The interviewees pointed 
out that most children, despite their young age, were aware of what was going on 
around them and were bringing this anxiety into school. Children’s responses may 
be varied, but teachers constantly referred to aggressiveness and depression. At the 
same time, teachers remarked that there was a worrying increase in the number of 
students who faced hunger or the risk of it, as well as widespread malnutrition, and 
a constantly growing number of students who could not afford to participate in any 
events organised by the school. 

[The children] are hungry, they’re waiting to eat something, if we give them some bread, 
or there are other children that have realised that some of their classmates – at least in 
my class, I don’t know about the other classes – are hungry and deprived and they take 
care to bring two or three sandwiches to give to the next kid and you can see the other 
one waiting. They’re hungry, there is this problem. (ATH1.2) 

3.6  Social and personal life of teachers

Another undeniable result of the crisis is that it has affected the mood, creativity and 
work of teachers. In fact, almost all teachers stressed that personal stamina, creativity, 
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sense of achievement, relationships with students and efficiency cannot remain 
unaffected. They seemed to be struggling to maintain balance because children, as 
they characteristically mentioned, “need them more than ever [and] are not to blame 
for any of this”. They appeared dominated by a strong sense of responsibility to their 
students, while at the same time they felt frustrated and angered at being attacked by 
the media, parents and the government. A majority of interviewees expressed intense 
dissatisfaction with the hypocrisy hiding, as they pointed out, under the pretence of 
invoking teaching as a “vocation”. 

No, I can’t be relaxed and comfortable in my personal, social and family life, I can’t fulfil 
my needs and the needs of the people around me, and as a result, I’m not as dedicated, 
happy and motivated as when I started work and I had my living ensured. I used to say, 
I’m not going to be rich, but I’ll have dignity. (ATH1.3)

The vast majority of the teachers I interviewed, irrespective of their other social 
characteristics, admitted bringing this distress into their personal life that was extremely 
affected by the pressure inflicted on them due to the crisis. However, it is worth 
mentioning that despite the abandoned infrastructure, the frequently demanding 
headteachers and the interfering, most teachers claimed that going to school every day 
was therapeutic. Being with their students, teaching them and often comforting them 
made them forget about their personal problems and appreciate the social dimension 
of their role. In many respects, teachers have become students’ and families’ “frontline 
crisis caregivers”. In that sense, teachers have not remained inactive, at least at the 
school or neighbourhood level. Among other activities, they have organised bazaars to 
raise money, collected clothes for students’ families facing serious financial problems, 
organised book and clothing exchanges and have taken the initiative to offer targeted 
breakfast provision through personal contacts with supermarkets. 

Combined with our worries about school and all these educational issues, we try to leave 
everything that comes up and what every one of us has to deal with out of school. We 
fight tooth and nail, because children need our support too, they are experiencing the 
same or worse at home. (ATH22.6)

3.7  In-service training

Special reference should be made here to teachers’ views about the support they 
have received in terms of training. Even though most of the interviewed teachers 
appeared confident in their theoretical background and their teaching practices, the 
majority expressed the wish and the need to pursue further training and expand their 
knowledge. One could assume that this much-desired further training could be provided 
by the state itself. However, this is hardly the case because, as teachers confessed, their 
Ministry has never been very “generous” with their in-service training. What seemed 
to be completely different since the beginning of the crisis was the lack of means: 
whereas some years ago a teacher could afford training fees, nowadays this seems to 
be a luxury that must be forgone in the face of daily needs. This situation resulted in 
stressed, anxious teachers who were feeling overwhelmed by directives to implement 
methods and projects they had never been properly trained for. 
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[Following an expensive training programme] is my choice, I’ll give you that, but with the 
money I make right now, I’m 32 years old and I can’t rent my own flat, because I choose to 
be educated, to be trained on something else, essentially to develop [professionally] but 
some other things stay behind. I mean, on the one hand, in education and training I am 
moving forward, but I feel I’m behind in terms of my personal development. (ATH18.1) 

3.8  Trade unions

Finally, an issue of great political importance must be pointed out: teachers’ attitudes 
towards their unions.15 The vast majority of the interviewed teachers expressed a deep 
disappointment in trade unions and a growing suspicion about their intentions and 
practices. Teachers felt abandoned by highly ranked union members, openly accusing 
them of promoting their own personal interests over the public good. In fact, a large 
percentage of teachers associated the sector’s inability to anticipate problems with the 
dubious morals of union ideology and the ethics of its representatives. Similarly, when 
the issue of protest was raised, the majority of participants rejected striking as a means 
of advocating for rights and benefits. They all felt that the strike was a redundant 
method of protest,16 closely linked to old unionism and thus strongly contested as to 
its effectiveness. It is imperative, however, to clarify that teachers were not against 
the idea of protesting and demanding their rights, but a lot of them aspired to new 
forms of unionising, especially at a more local level. Teachers proved eager to try new 
inspiring structures that would propose something new, away from the sterile, old, 
union language constantly rejecting everything. 

I mean, what did you do to be prepared, especially when you saw that things were 
coming, Because, they themselves said ‘things are coming’; but what do you do? I refuse, 
passively – I will call this passive – even though they consider it an active stance, it makes 
you an active citizen when you resist what’s coming, but I feel that refusal is a passive 
stance. I want something beyond the obvious. (ATH20.4) 

15  Especially for readers not acquainted with the Greek context, it seems imperative to provide some defining characteristics of the 
Greek union movement. First of all, we have to bear in mind that we are in the forefront of a conflictual social model. Even though, 
since the beginning of the 90s, we have been witnessing a spread of consensual practices, we cannot by any means place the case 
of Greece among those of other countries governed by consensual social standards. Since its appearance as a collective structure, 
the Greek union movement has adopted, for a number of reasons, an attitude of conflict against employers and against the state. 
And here lies a Greek particularity of the union movement: it is the only country in Europe that historically experiences a large 
number of conflicts without having adopted the pluralistic union organisation model, a model which is particularly widespread in 
Europe. On the contrary, Greece maintains a united organisational structure (a structure where different ideological tendencies 
coexist, and which is reminiscent of countries with a more consensus-based social model such as in the Scandinavian nations, 
or in Germany or Austria). However, whereas Greece has adopted a unified organisational structure where different ideological 
tendencies coexist, all unions fall under two main categories depending on the employment status of their members. Thus, in 
Greece we have two big trade unions, the General Confederation of Greek Workers (GSEE), which represents workers in the 
private sector and in the broader public sector, such as public utility organisations (DEKO), local government units (OTA) and public 
banks; and the Confederation of Civil Servants (ADEDY), which represents workers in the core public sector (public administration, 
education, health). Lastly, it should be noted that the Greek trade union movement is characterised by an irregular development 
in an irregular political environment, with an intense adherence to political parties. Even though, in the late 1980s, there was a 
change in the attitude of the state, which gives more autonomy to the trade unions, there is a long tradition of state interference 
in the operation of the Greek union movement which is present even today. Of course, this intensive state interference has been 
aided by the enduring presence of autocratic regimes in Greece and historically coincides with the phenomenon of party alliances 
inside the trade unions. All this contributes to the creation of a clientelist conception of unionism among many union members 
and of a pervasive partisan culture.

16  To avoid any misconceptions, it should be pointed out that Greece is a country with a long history of resistance. For instance, 
from May 2010, after the announcement of the first Memorandum, till May 2014, there were a total of 20,120 gatherings, rallies 
or mobilisations, over 20 national strikes, the rise of civic movements, disruptions of parades, the movement in support of 
the Hellenic Broadcasting Corporation (ERT) after the government’s abrupt decision to close it down, occupations of ministries 
and social solidarity practices. However, I should note that, as is the case for the broader public and private sector, despite 
recent sporadic outbursts and protests keeping the issue of rupture open, counterattacks by the majority are subdued, hardly 
suggestive of the mass demonstrations in streets and squares and the rallies of strikers that took place in 2012. 
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4 Final remarks

The selected data, and the abundance of teacher discourse my interviews provided me 
with, confirmed my original belief that the Greek education system has suffered a severe 
blow as a result of the ongoing economic crisis. In fact, it would be no exaggeration to 
say that the crisis has affected the roles that both education and pedagogy are called 
to play, since it readjusted the features of state pedagogy and redefined the roles of 
school and educators in relation to the institutional framework (Magaliou & Chaniotakis, 
2014). On this ground, it could be argued that what we are witnessing is not, as maybe 
thought, a transient phenomenon, but a permanent and multifaceted feature of social 
life that is definitive for the lives of students, scholars and educators (Grollios, 2013, 
2015). 

In light of the above, it is of vital importance in current circumstances that all those 
who oppose the dominant pedagogy and seek alternative pedagogies and emancipating 
prospects for education re-evaluate their positions, practices and propositions in light of 
this crisis (Grollios, Liambas, & Pavlidis, 2015). In this direction, the case of Greece could 
provide valuable insights and largely contribute to the expansion and deepening of a 
debate over the ongoing assault on, and radical changes to, public education and in the 
teacher labour market. This would, after all, be a definite step in the right direction of 
mapping the landscape within which the potential struggles of educational and social 
movements will take place (Ball, 2011). 
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Abstract

Japanese society has been diversifying in terms of linguistically and culturally 
diverse students gradually and steadily since the 1990s. Along with this, interest 
in intercultural education is increasing in Japan and many studies into children 
with foreign roots and education in Japan have been conducted. As one of the 
outcomes, the existing dichotomy of ‘majority Japanese’ and ‘ethnic minority 
groups’ was found to be inadequate for understanding the reality of Japanese 
society (Okano & Tsuneyoshi, 2011) even though this dichotomy is still an 
underlying presumption of Japanese educational policy. This paper aims to 
critically explore the image of national identity (‘We Japanese’) with reference 
to how children with foreign roots are addressed in the National Course of 
Study (Gakushūshidoyoryō) from an intercultural and comparative educational 
perspective. It also attempts to analyse the ambivalence between the National 
Course of Study and discussions about children with foreign roots by some 
academic advisory boards for the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science 
and Technology (MEXT). 

1 Introduction

Superficially observed, it appears that Japanese society is not as diverse as European, 
US or other societies in terms of the linguistic and cultural composition of its members. 
But Japanese society has diversified gradually and steadily since the 1990s. In cities 
where a respectable number of foreign residents are located, it is not unusual for 
children with different national or cultural backgrounds to attend Japanese public 
schools. They learn and play together with Japanese children, and also experience 
joint but conflicting lifestyles, worldviews and sociocultural elements. Academically, 
this diversification of Japanese society has already been recognised for some time. 
The Intercultural Education Society of Japan was established in 1981 and has been 
addressing education for Japanese returnee children (Kikokushijyo), Chinese returnee 
children, and children with foreign roots ever since. Some of its members introduced 
the concept of multicultural education (Ebuchi, 1993; Ehara, 2000) and multilingual 
education (Nakajima, 2001, 2010) from Anglo-Saxon countries, intercultural education 
(Amano, 1997; Ito, 2017; Sonoyama, 2016), and multilingualism from European countries 
into the Japanese discourse (Yamakawa, 2018). Additionally, there have been critiques 
of assimilation-oriented national education (Ota, 2000; Hirasawa, 2009; Shimizu & 
Shimizu, 2001). The author of this article shares the analysis of Okano and Tsuneyoshi 
(2011) who pointed out the diversification of Japanese society and suggested that a 
dichotomy of ‘majority Japanese’ and ‘ethnic minority groups’ still present in Japanese 
education policy is inadequate for understanding the reality of Japanese society. 
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One reason for this is rooted in the neglect by the Japanese government to adopt an 
immigration and integration policy; therefore, even the word ‘immigration’ (in Japanese: 
‘imin’) is not used in official documents. In this situation, the national education system 
does not address children with diverse backgrounds as ‘citizens’ of Japanese society; it 
only takes into account Japanese nationals, namely those who are ethnically, culturally, 
and linguistically understood as possessing ‘Japaneseness’. Sato (2010) criticised this 
method of education in the national education framework by referring to a discussion 
of ‘Japaneseness’ by Matsuo (2007),1 and suggested that national education had to be 
reframed. Although Sato (2010) and Matsuo (2005, 2007, 2013) discussed ‘Japaneseness’ 
critically and pointed out the need to reframe national education, previous work has 
not analysed the National Course of Study (Gakushūshidoyoryō)2, wherein national 
education and educational policy are reflected. The National Course of Study (NCoS) 
ackowledges the notion of nurturing Japanese: that is, it reflects the image of a linear 
national identity of Japanese and ignores the diversity and needs of students including 
students with foreign roots. If children with foreign roots attend Japanese schools, they 
are taught the NCoS, just as Japanese children are.3 

This paper aims to show how the image of a national identity as Japanese is described 
in the NCoS and to open up perspectives on how to turn Japanese national education 
into an education for all children, including those with foreign roots. It also points 
out the ambivalence between the NCoS and discussions about children with foreign 
roots by some academic advisory boards for the Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, 
Science and Technology (MEXT). Critical reflection on Japanese education policy will 
be developed from an intercultural and comparative educational perspective which 
is based on the acceptance of the diversity of students in a multicultural Japanese 
society. In this paper, the term ‘children with foreign roots’ refers to children with 
foreign nationalities and children raised in international families. The children from 
international families possess both Japanese and another nationality, culture, language 
and so on. Some Chinese returnee children may possess Japanese nationality, but live 
in an ostensibly Chinese cultural environment of the family and neighbourhood. Thus, 
regardless of their nationality, children might come from different national and cultural 
family backgrounds. For this reason, they will be referred to in this paper as ‘children 
with foreign roots’. If their mention in official documents is referred to, the official 
phrase ‘foreign children’ or ‘foreign students’ will be used.

2 Diversification of Japanese society through migration

The diversification of Japanese society has already begun. The main ethnic groups 
in Japan can be listed as follows (Okano & Tsuneyoshi, 2011): historically the longest 
established communities are the Korean and Chinese returnee communities. The 
Korean community mainly consists of individuals whose ancestors were forcibly brought 
to Japan to work before and during the Second World War and who have continued to 
live in Japan. Chinese returnees whose ancestors were Japanese in occupied Manchuria 
at first could not come back to Japan, but were able to return to Japan after agreements 
between the Chinese and Japanese governments in 1972. Since the implementation 
of the revised immigration law in 1990, descendants of Japanese migrants to South 

1   Matsuo is the first person who discussed ‘Japaneseness’ by referring to the discussion of ‘Whiteness’ in the USA.
2   The National Course of Study (NCoS), which is called Gakushūshidoyoryō in Japanese, functions as a national curriculum. It is 
legally binding and defines the learning contents in each subject and grade. NCoS for primary and lower secondary education is 
revised every ten years at the same time and, along with these revisions, the Teaching Guide of the NCoS (Gakushūshidōyoryō 
kaisetsu) is also published. In this paper, I refer only to the NCoS of primary and lower secondary education.

3   Foreign parents have no obligation to make their children attend Japanese compulsory schools. If they wish, their children are 
allowed to attend public schools. However, the boards of education in prefectures and cities give a notice of entrance to parents 
of primary school aged foreign children when the children are six years old.
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America have been allowed to work in Japan. Since the introduction of the ‘technical 
intern training programmes’ (Ginoujisshu)4, people have been coming to work from 
South-East Asia. Besides, the number from East and South-East Asia is increasing due to 
policies that aim at attracting international students, the rise in mixed marriages, etc. 

2.1 The number of foreign residents in Japan

Table 1: The number of registered foreign residents in Japan at the end of 2019

Source: Hōmushō (2020). Reiwagannennmatsu genzai niokeru Zairyūgaikokujinsū. Table created by the author.

The diversification of Japanese society is indicated by government statistics based on 
nationality and on the legal status of residents. Approximately 2.93 million foreign 
residents live in Japan and their percentage of the total population is quite low (2.33% as 
of the end of 2019). Table 1 shows the number of foreign residents in Japan. It becomes 
clear that the diversification of Japanese society is mainly based on migration from East 
and South-East Asian countries. The largest foreign resident population is from China. 
Recently, the number of Vietnamese and Nepalese people has been rising due to the 
international student policy at Japanese language schools and universities and also due 
to their representation in ‘technical intern training programmes’. 

Looking at the statistics we are only informed about the variety of national 
origins of migrants in Japan. It does not show the number of naturalised citizens and 
residents with dual citizenships5, one of these being Japanese. Those residents are only  
considered and counted statistically as ‘Japanese’. Therefore, these figures alone are 
inadequate for identifying the different natio-ethno-cultural backgrounds of residents. 

2.2 The number of children in need of Japanese language support

To understand the situation of children with foreign roots, a look at the current statistics 
may be helpful. Tables 2 and 3 show the number of registered foreign students in 
Japanese public schools, namely primary schools, lower and upper secondary schools, 
and schools for the disabled, as well as the number of children needing Japanese 
language support.

It is clear that the number of foreign children in public schools is quite stable; 
however, that changed in 2016, when the number of registered foreign students in 
public schools rose to above 80,000 for the first time, reaching 90,000 in 2018.

4   This programme aims to give people from developing countries and areas chances to gain knowledge, skills and techniques in 
Japan for global cooperation. However, in fact, trainees of this programme also somehow compensate for Japan’s decreasing 
labour force. In this respect, moreover, it is criticised that some employers (trainers) violate their human rights. The United Nations 
Human Rights Committee criticised this programme in 2014, alleging that it led to sexual exploitation, forced labour, and fatal 
accidents. The US Department of State also criticised it in 2017, comparing it to human trafficking.

5   In Japan, lifelong dual citizenship is not allowed. Children born from parents with different citizenships keep dual citizenship only 
until the age of 22, after which they must then choose one citizenship.

China Korea Vietnam Philippines Brazil Nepal Indonesia Taiwan USA Others Total

813,675 446,364 411,968 282,798 211,677 96,824 66,860 64,773 59,172 479,026 2,933,137

27.7% 15.2% 14.0% 9.6% 7.2% 3.3% 2.3% 2.2% 2.0% 16.4% 100%
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Table 2:  Foreign students at school and students in need of Japanese language 
support (in total)

Source: Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT, 2019). Nihongoshidōga hitsuyōna 
jidōseitono ukeirejōkyōtōni kansuru chōsa (Heisei 30 nendo) no kekkani tsuite. Table created by the author.

MEXT has developed a statistical breakdown of students in need of Japanese language 
support, disregarding nationalities but with reference to two indices: children with no 
or very little Japanese BICS (Basic Interpersonal Communicative Skills), and children 
with inadequate CALP (Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency) for grade-equivalent 
learning. Table 2 shows that around 43% of foreign students needed Japanese language 
support in 2018. Interestingly the number of Japanese students in need of Japanese 
language support is growing (Table 3), a fact that probably underlines the increase in 
children from mixed marriages (Japanese and other nationalities, in which Japanese 
is never or only rarely spoken). The number of both foreign and Japanese students in 
need of Japanese language support has been rapidly increasing since 2014.

Table 3:  Japanese-national students at school in need of Japanese language support  
(in total)

Source: MEXT (2019). Table created by the author.

Table 4 shows the variety of native languages spoken by students in need of Japanese 
language support. The three principal native languages of foreign national students 
are Portuguese, Chinese, and Filipino. But it is also interesting to see from this table 
that there are different native languages among Japanese national students and that 
a significant number of students with Japanese nationality are in need of Japanese 
language support. It could be presumed that these students are from binational 
families and growing up bi/multilingually. Filipino is the principal native language, so it 
can be deduced from table 4 that mixed marriages between Japanese and Filipinos are 
predominant. Besides, it is significant that many students who need Japanese language 

2006 2007 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018

Foreign students 70,936 72,751 75,043 74,214 71,545 73,289 80,119 93,133

In need of Japanese  
language support 22,413 25,411 28,575 28,511 27,013 29,198 34,335 40,485

2006 2007 2008 2010 2012 2014 2016 2018

Japanese students 
in need of Japanese 
language support

3,868 4,383 4,895 5,496 6,171 7,897 9,612 10,274
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support have ‘Japanese’ listed as their native language. It is possible that, while the 
number of children born and growing up in Japan without Japanese as their first family 
language is increasing, the acquisition of Japanese is not appropriately taught in schools 
because these are not yet equipped with the methods and personnel to fulfil the task of 
teaching Japanese as a second or foreign language. 

Table 4:  The number of students in need of Japanese language support by native 
language in 2018 (in total)

Source: MEXT (2019). Table created by the author.

Even if it seems – compared with the European situation – as if Japanese schools are 
quite homogeneous in terms of the linguistic landscape and cultural background of 
their students, differentiations have to be made throughout different regions of Japan, 
as children with foreign roots are generally concentrated in bigger cities and live there 
only in specific areas. Meanwhile, the number of small cities where only a few children 
with foreign roots attend schools is increasing. 

Whether the number of students with foreign roots is large or small, teachers and 
schools have to accommodate the cultural and linguistic differences of children and 
promote mutual understanding. School education has to develop methods for shaping 
actively intercultural situations based on the growing diversification of the natio-ethno-
cultural backgrounds of students, whereby children learn from each other respectfully. 
So the question would be how to include students with foreign roots into the ‘us’ – that 
is, how to create ‘a new Japanese us’. In this situation, intercultural education (Sato, 
2003; Shibuya, 2011; Ebuchi, 1993)6 becomes a significant tool. In the early 1990s this 

6   Shibuya (2011) describes the differences between intercultural education in similar terms of education for international 
understanding (Kokusai Rikai Kyōiku) and multicultural education (Tabunka Kyōiku) in Japan. Education for international 
understanding is influenced by the work of UNESCO and frequently used for classroom practice and research into this (Shibuya, 
2011). The term multicultural education is used by researchers whose research fields are Anglo-Saxon countries and those who 
address the unequal educational situation of minorities in Japan (Hirasawa, 2009; Shibuya, 2011).

Students in need of Japanese language support

Foreign national Japanese national

Portuguese 10,404 581

Chinese 9,600 2,127

Filipino 7,893 3,367

Spanish 3,786 471

Vietnamese 1,836 193

English 1,087 1,159

Korean 583 230

Japanese - 1,181

Others 5,296 965

Total 40,485 10,274
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teaching approach was adapted by Japanese pedagogues. Based on the work of Ebuchi 
(1993), Sato (2003) defines that intercultural education targets people living in more 
than two cultures, and is geared towards comprehending people’s character formation 
and development through their relationships with others. This approach deals with 
the conditions under which identity building can be supported in a process guided 
by principles of intercultural education (Sato, 2003, p. 14). Intercultural education can 
create learning environments and curricula for special needs of children with foreign 
roots, and provide a supportive framework for intercultural understanding between 
Japanese and children with foreign roots, although it has yet to be included or even 
properly recognised in the country’s national educational policy. In reality, it depends on 
individual teachers’ efforts to try to promote intercultural understanding and create an 
atmosphere of ‘living together’ in their classrooms. Hence, these attempts and efforts at 
the practical level are far from being able to influence the national educational-political 
stage where teaching solely by means of Japanese language instruction is emphasised. 
This means that the goal of national education is seen without question as teaching 
(in) the Japanese language and making and developing a national Japanese identity; 
in other words, the national education system still promotes the homogeneity of the 
Japanese cultural and linguistic landscape, neglecting the existing and steadily rising 
cultural and linguistic heterogeneity of Japanese society. Against this background, 
intercultural education in Japanese schools needs to be promoted by academic experts 
and practitioners.

2.3   ‘Japaneseness’ as described in the National Course of Study, and 
children with foreign roots

Despite the diversity in Japanese schools, which has already been recognised by MEXT 
in its statistics, the NCoS still focuses on strengthening Japanese national identity and 
does not address this diversity. On the other hand, as globalisation progresses, the 
Japanese government has become aware that preparing Japanese people for life in a 
globalised world must be given serious consideration in the NCoS. Hence, since the late 
1980s, it has been stressed that the Japanese should be prepared to contribute to life 
in the internationalised world of the near future. Alongside this, globalisation has been 
linked with traditional culture and national identity through education (Nakamura, 
2008; Sato, 2010) as both have been regarded as important for supporting resilience 
and thus as enabling Japanese people especially to cope with so-called problematic 
issues of globalisation. In this respect, the 1998 revised NCoS asserted for example 
that the goal of moral education (dōtoku kyōiku) was to nurture Japanese citizens who 
could contribute to a peaceful internationalised world and be proactive for the future 
(MEXT, 1998a, 1998b). This goal changed in the 2008 revised NCoS. Instead of being 
part of a globalised world, the 2008 and 2017 revised NCoSs stressed emphatically that 
the goal of moral education was to nurture Japanese who respected Japanese traditions 
and culture, loved their country and homeland, and who could create their own unique 
Japanese culture (MEXT, 2008a, 2008b, 2017a, 2017b). Thus, it can be deduced from 
the NCoS that the awareness of being Japanese has been emphasised strongly since 
2008. This tenor could be understood as a backlash to nationalist sentiment, because 
the Japanese national identity is stressed as being opposed to the progression and 
challenges of globalisation. 
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While this strengthened the awareness of being Japanese, which is related to 
possessing unique Japanese culture and traditions, some considerations for students 
with foreign roots are presented as well. Over the years, Japanese returnee children’s 
differences with the national education system in Japan, resulting partly from education 
received in a system abroad that stressed other cultural elements, have been the target 
of accommodation on their return back to Japanese schools. The NCoS states that they 
are one of the target groups that need special consideration in education. Specifically, 
MEXT (1989a, 1989b, 1998a, 1998b, 2008a, 2008b) states that “for returnee children 
from abroad, etc. in parallel with promoting their adaptation into Japanese schools, 
schools should give them instruction appropriately, for example, in a way in which 
their life experiences abroad are made use of” (emphasis by author). The description 
‘returnee children from abroad, etc.’ includes children with foreign roots. Both groups are 
regarded as facing similar problems, because they have attended local or international 
schools in foreign countries, learned subjects in a local language or in English and have 
acquired different cultural customs. Thus, the description of a treatment for ‘returnee 
children from abroad, etc.’ could also apply to foreign students, as MEXT clarified in the 
Teaching Guide of the NCoS. 

A more explicit reference to children with foreign roots was introduced in the NCoS 
of 2017. That year, the NCoS was revised extensively and MEXT referred not only to 
‘Japanese returnee children’, but also directly to ‘students with difficulties of Japanese 
language acquisition’ (MEXT, 2017a, 2017b). This was the first time that a group of 
students identified as those ‘with difficulties in Japanese language’ was referred to 
openly as a target group of public schools. Moreover, the Teaching Guide of the NCoS 
stressed that Japanese national students with foreign roots were a target group for 
measures of inclusion. In addition to the directives for the accommodation of foreign 
children, it was mentioned in the Teaching Guides of the NCoSs of 2008 and 2017 that 
the existence of foreign students was an opportunity for Japanese students to learn 
about different cultures and become oriented towards living together in culturally 
diverse environments.

As mentioned above, it can be concluded that these children have finally been 
implicitly considered as a target group in the Japanese national education system. 
However, expressions that explicitly address ‘foreign children’ or ‘children with foreign 
roots’ had not been used until then. It can be deduced from this that there is ambiguity 
between the prevailing stress on nurturing a ‘National Us’ (meaning somehow those 
who belong to an essential Japanese entity) in the NCoS and the acknowledgement of a 
‘Diverse Us’ being encountered by residents of Japan in their everyday reality.

3 Education policies for children with foreign roots

By recognising the increase in children with foreign roots since the 1990s, MEXT has 
tried to implement specific measures for them. MEXT requested experts to develop 
a ‘Japanese as a second language’ ( JSL) curriculum to enable children with difficulties 
in Japanese language acquisition to learn Japanese and the contents of subjects in 
schools. The development of JSL triggered the enhancement of educational support 
for children with foreign roots. After its development, MEXT published an acceptance 
guide for foreign students with the help of academic researchers in 2011 (revised in 
2019). After internal discussions about teaching supports for foreign students in the 
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framework of an official committee in 2012, special curricula for Japanese language 
teaching were stipulated under the educational law, and were implemented in 2014. 
As a result of the new regulation of 2014, children now learn Japanese according to a 
special curriculum under teachers’ responsibilities.7

These measures, as previously mentioned, focus strongly on promoting the Japanese 
language. Alongside these, in 2015/2016, MEXT organised an expert advisory council 
to improve educational support for foreign children. This council mainly discussed four 
points: 1) construction and enhancement of an instruction system for foreign students, 
2) training teachers and support staff and maintaining their numbers, 3) improvement 
and enhancement of teaching contents for foreign children, and 4) promoting schooling, 
entering further education and obtaining employment (MEXT, 2016). The final report 
stressed these four points clearly and emphasised that education for foreign children 
should be put at the centre of significant challenges, in parallel with calling for a concept 
of education based on intercultural understanding and living together (MEXT, 2016). 
This statement is recognised as a significant sign of change from education focused 
on Japanese language teaching into education for intercultural understanding (Tajiri, 
2017) and as a shift towards an integration policy (Sato, 2019). Sato (2019, p. 82) pointed 
out that one of the prominent points of the final report by MEXT (2016) was education 
for foreign children as ‘citizens’. In fact, the discussion influenced the Teaching Guide of 
the NCoS of 2017; however, as stated above, it only focuses on ‘students with difficulties 
in Japanese language acquisition’, namely on Japanese language teaching rather than 
on issues that were recognised by Tajiri and Sato. 

Since 2017, in relation to the second point mentioned above, a further focus has lain 
on teacher education and training of teachers for children with foreign roots. MEXT has 
requested the Society for Teaching Japanese as a Foreign Language to develop a model 
programme for teacher education/training.

In 2019, the Central Council for Education started to discuss education for foreign 
students as one of the major educational challenges. A new expert advisory council was 
organised by MEXT which discussed almost the same points as in 2015/2016. However, in 
contrast to the previous debate, the experts also mentioned the need to discuss education 
regarding Japanese life and culture for foreign children, mother tongue instruction, and a 
concept of education based on intercultural understanding and living together. 

To summarise, it can be stressed that the measures for children with foreign roots have 
been enhanced step by step since 2000. It can be indicated that MEXT now is considering 
its role in education not only for ‘Japanese’ but in the same way also for children with 
foreign roots. However, MEXT’s measures to enhance education for children with foreign 
roots seem to be confined to Japanese language ability only. From the perspective of 
intercultural education, attention should be paid to the discussion in 2019/2020 especially 
regarding the concept based on intercultural understanding and living together. 

4 Issues from the perspective of intercultural education

Despite improvements in education policies for children with foreign roots, there still 
remain some critical issues with regard to intercultural education. These issues can be 
identified on the institutional level. First, substantial limitations can be observed when 
it comes to reflecting on the diversity of students in the NCoS. As Sato (2010) pointed 
out, these measures were established in the national education framework; however, 

7   While the instruction of Japanese language was stipulated, the Japanese government has not prepared for all of children in need of 
Japanese language instruction throughout Japan. Its implementation differs from prefecture to prefecture depending on factors 
such as staff numbers, training and funding. 
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it seems an essential prerequisite to a global understanding of education as well as for 
acknowledging pluralism in many senses, including culturally, to transform national 
education into citizenship education (Sato, 2010). In this respect, Sato (2019) identified 
in the final report by MEXT (2016) indications of a shift, in both integration policy and in 
education, from foreign children as ‘aliens’ to foreign children as ‘citizens’. This means 
that national education should be directed towards stressing education in terms of an 
understanding of being a ‘citizen’ rather than being ‘Japanese’. However, this has not 
yet been discussed adequately in the development of the curriculum. Furthermore, 
intercultural education and the didactics of JSL have not yet been introduced into teacher 
education systematically. Thus, many teachers who have not addressed children with 
foreign roots or with difficulties in Japanese language acquisition are now insecure and 
anxious about how to work with these groups appropriately in their classrooms. 

Additionally, it can be stated that education policies and the current treatment of 
children with foreign roots lack an integrated human rights perspective. As mentioned 
above, Japanese language acquisition is emphasised in MEXT’s discussions and 
measures but disregards differences between Japanese language acquisition on the 
level of BICS or CALP. This limited focus on the level of Japanese language acquisition 
might result in teachers lacking competences to identify foreign children’s individual 
need for support to achieve different language levels. Thus a pupil’s fluency in everyday 
Japanese language use may  lead the teacher to expect that student’s academic language 
proficiency to be at a similar level. However, teachers should consider comprehension 
of the contents of subjects and the influences of cultural differences on the individual 
student’s identity formation. This is linked to the restriction of targeted students such 
as ‘students with difficulties of Japanese language acquisition’ in the NCoS. As was 
mentioned previously in this paper, foreign students and Japanese national students 
with foreign roots who can understand Japanese well are, from the perspective of a 
‘compensatory’ or ‘assimilatory’ approach, not considered adequately in the curriculum.

These issues lead to a basic question: What is the perspective from which we should 
reconsider national education? Should change be understood as a general approach or 
should only additional measures be implemented for compensatory education? From 
the perspective of intercultural education, it can be stated that the current educational 
measures and practices in Japan mainly focus on a deficit perspective on children with 
foreign roots. In Japanese academic discussion, Japanese language teaching has been 
criticised as merely compensatory (Ota, 2000). Along with progressing the discussion in 
intercultural education, strengthening the first/family language and different cultural 
backgrounds of children with foreign roots are understood as important factors for the 
development of language skills in general and for individual identity formation, although 
this has not yet become part of basic knowledge among all teachers and policymakers. 
The deficit perspective that has been critiqued in European countries since the 1980s 
(Allemann-Ghionda, 2001; Diehm & Radtke, 1999; Mecheril, 2004), still prevailed in Japan 
in the 2010s (Ito & Sato, 2020). From international comparative studies on intercultural 
education and teacher education (e.g. Public Policy and Management Institute, 2017; 
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 2010), we argue that from 
a global viewpoint a paradigm shift has occurred, from a deficit perspective in which 
children with foreign roots/migrants were placed, into a perspective that acknowledges 
heterogeneity and diversity as the ‘normal’ state of affairs. This paradigm shift should 
also occur in Japan for a currently needed transformation from a ‘Japanese Us’ into the 
notion of a ‘Diverse Us’.
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5  Conclusion

While MEXT is aware of the diversity of students resulting from a growing number 
of children with foreign roots in the Japanese education system, the framework of 
national education persists in highlighting ‘Japanese identity and language’ in national 
education, and the NCoS maintains the dichotomy between Japanese and foreign 
students. However, MEXT has not clarified what ‘Japanese’ and ‘Japanese national 
identity’ would have to be in practice. The acknowledgment of a rising number 
of students with foreign roots opens up an opportunity to reconsider the notion of 
‘national identity’ in the national education system. In light of the need for knowledge, 
skills and attitudes appropriate to the requirements of citizens in a globalised world, 
the Japanese government has for a long time tried to nurture Japanese people who 
would function as advocates for the potential of Japanese people and culture in an 
international setting. Along with this, it still stresses an essentialised understanding of 
being ‘Japanese’ in a continuously diversifying Japanese society and a related process of 
growing internationalisation and globalisation. Thus, education policy in Japan seems 
to be marked by ambiguity and contradiction. From the perspective of intercultural 
education it would be appropriate for MEXT to actively counter this contradiction by 
changing or at least widening the notion of ‘Us’ being understood as a culturally and 
linguistically homogeneous ‘Japan’ into an education that helps people living in Japan 
and taking part in that country’s education system to be ‘citizens in Japanese society’.
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Marguerite Lukes
Deconstructing the dropout factory: Redesigning 
secondary schools to better serve immigrant youth – 
examples from the US context

Abstract

Significant growth in the US of the population of secondary school students 
who are new immigrants or children of immigrants and have transnational, 
multilingual and mixed-status families has not prompted shifts in secondary-
teacher training, pedagogy or school design. As a result, the traditional factory 
model of US secondary schools has become a site of the reproduction of exclusion 
and of educational failure, a true “dropout factory” (Balfanz, 2000) for immigrant 
youth. This chapter explores current data on high school achievement among 
immigrants; presents central dilemmas of traditional high schools for educating 
immigrant adolescents effectively; and offers a brief analysis of innovations 
and promising alternatives. Close examination of effective research-based 
approaches in high schools is used as the basis to interrogate the pervasive 
positioning of failure as a student characteristic rather than the consequence of 
a rigid and perpetually unsuccessful educational design and to offer approaches 
for linguistically heterogeneous and culturally diverse student populations. 

1 Introduction

Compulsory schooling is a foundational principle of the government-funded public 
school system in the United States (Tyack, 1976), which begins in kindergarten and 
extends through grade 12 in upper secondary school. For all children and youth residing 
in the US, schooling in the primary, lower and upper secondary grades is a requirement 
(until age 16) and a legal right (usually until age 21). These rights and responsibilities 
exist irrespective of students’ immigration history or status, income, racial, linguistic, or 
religious backgrounds. 

While education in the US is compulsory, completion of secondary school is neither a 
right nor a guarantee. This paper examines the pervasive factory model of US secondary 
schools and their reputation as “dropout factories”1 – schools in which fewer than half 
of all entering students attain an official completion certificate (high school diploma). 
This paper reviews extant research on the integration of immigrants in US schools to 
explore central dilemmas that the traditional secondary school model presents for 
educating recently arrived immigrant adolescents effectively. This chapter presents a 
summary of innovations and promising alternatives to the factory model; explores how 
cultural deficit frameworks continue to justify achievement gaps that fall along racial 
and ethnic lines; and concludes by suggesting possibilities for a re-imagining of the 
secondary school to support the academic, linguistic, and social emotional needs of 
immigrant youth. 

1  The term dropout factory was coined by US researcher Robert Balfanz, who published statistics on secondary schools in which 
fewer than half of all entrants completed a diploma prior to exiting (Balfanz, 2000; Balfanz & Legters, 2001). 
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2 Factory model and the relevance of dropout statistics 

Structural and legal similarities across US and European institutional contexts mask 
significant differences that are often misunderstood in transnational comparisons. 
In contrast to many European school systems, the US system is not multi-stream 
nor does it offer multiple completion pathways or certificates. The 13-year pathway 
through primary and secondary schooling in the United States2 offers fundamentally 
one door into school and one door out. A plethora of public secondary schools offers 
a broad diversity of philosophical and pedagogical models (including progressive, 
magnet, charter, bilingual, career-focused, and theme-based, among many others); 
despite differences and a range in quality, all pathways lead to one outcome: the “high 
school diploma.”3 This high school diploma is obtained through a combination of three 
elements: a) completion of a required set of state-mandated courses; b) accumulation of 
a minimum number of credits in predetermined subject areas (including mathematics, 
English, history, and science); and c) successful performance on standardized state-
mandated exams. The diploma is a prerequisite for entering post-secondary pathways 
that include training in specific fields (such as nursing, computer design) and university 
academic training in both undergraduate (Bachelor’s) and graduate (Master’s, Doctoral) 
academic programs. Figure 1 below depicts the US school system from kindergarten 
through high school.

Figure 1: The US School System, Primary and Secondary Levels

Research on the economic implications of high school completion and post-secondary 
training demonstrates strong correlations between high school completion, earnings, 
social mobility, and well-being over an individual’s lifespan (Tyler, 2004; Tyler, Murnane, 
& Willett, 1998). Differentials in mobility persist between individuals who complete high 
school and those with no high school credential, with measurable social and economic 
disparities among generations of US residents who are the victims of “school failure” in 
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2  The contiguous primary and secondary school system in the US is referred to as the K-12 system, an abbreviation of kindergarten 
to 12th grade, a total of 13 years. 

3   “High school” is an often misunderstood term that is not synonymous with the German “Hochschule”, despite its common 
etymology. High schools are US secondary schools akin to German Gymnasien. Post-secondary education in the US is termed 
college or university. A high school completion certificate (high school diploma) is required to enter a US post-secondary (college 
or university) pathway. 
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the United States (Dorn, 1996; Gándara & Contreras, 2009; Orfield, Losen, & Wald, 2004; 
Ruiz-de-Velasco, Fix & Clewell, 2000). 

The alarm regarding “dropout factories” (Balfanz & Legters, 2001) ushered in a new 
era of US school accountability meant to address the ostensible mass production of 
failure. At the start of the 21st century in US schools, strict achievement benchmarks set 
by state education agencies were meant to improve school progress and completion for 
many underserved student subgroups, including racial and linguistic minority students. 
Yet despite their laudable mission of educating an increasingly diverse populace, 
current secondary schools in the US remain little changed from the early-20th century 
institutions where students sat in rows listening to a teacher-expert (Dorn, 1996; Tyack, 
1976; Tyack & Cuban, 1997; Tyack & Tobin, 1994). Teacher-centered classrooms, rigid 
departmental divisions, credit points (sometimes referred to as Carnegie units), grades 
and student rankings, sorting from an early age into deterministic student ability tracks, 
often segregated along socioeconomic and racial lines, are all characteristics of the US 
high school. The design of the secondary school has changed very little over a century, 
despite an increasingly linguistically and culturally diverse population of students and 
the importance of a high school completion certificate for social mobility (Tyack & 
Cuban, 1997; Sugarman, 2017; Tyack & Tobin, 1994). 

3 School success and new immigrant youth in the US and Europe

Currently, nearly half of all global migrants and refugees are of school age, an increase 
of 26% since 2000 (United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
[UNESCO], 2018). The phenomenon of growing linguistic and cultural diversity in US 
schools parallels the growth in the number of immigrant children enrolled in schools 
across Europe, a product of unprecedented global migration patterns that are predicted 
to persist in the years to come (United Nations Department of Economic and Social 
Affairs [UN DESA], 2019).

Though not at a historic high,4 the growing foreign-born population of the US 
comprises 13.7% of the population, or 44.5 million people (US Department of Education, 
Institute for Education Sciences, National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2019a). 
In 2019, a significant proportion of school age children were foreign-born or second-
generation children of immigrants (that means born to at least one immigrant parent) 
who speak a language other than English in the home; 9.4% of these school-age 
children were classified as English language learners (ELs) – students in need of specific 
linguistic support in school (NCES, 2019a). Projections that the proportion of foreign-
born US residents will increase to 19% by 2060, or nearly one in five residents (United 
States Census Bureau [U. S. Census Bureau], 2016), would lead to additional increases 
of English learners in schools. 

Educational achievement statistics reflect alarming trends in both the US and 
Europe, especially for immigrant youth who arrive as adolescents and seek to continue 
their schooling. A global migration and school integration report released by the 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization UNESCO (2018) reveals 
patterns in immigrant and minority school achievement and completion that are 
strikingly similar across continents:

4  The number of foreign-born in the US has increased since 1970 but has not reached the 1890 historical high of nearly 15%, when 
Germans were among the largest foreign-born immigrant groups.
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a) In the European Union, 22.6% of foreign-born students abandon school 
with no completion certificate, while ELs (often foreign-born) in the US 
attain a high school completion certificate at half the rate of US-born peers;

b) In the European Union, 10% of natives and 19% of foreign-born aged 18 
to 24 dropped out in 2017;

c) In the US, 60% of Mexican immigrants who arrived at age seven 
completed high school, compared with only 30% of those who arrived at 
age 14, compared to national US high school completion rates of 85%;

d) In Germany, 5% of Turkish immigrants had access to tertiary education 
(post-secondary) as compared to 37% of those in France; 

e) Immigrant students in OECD countries are nearly twice as likely as native-
born students to repeat a grade.

There has been a persistent achievement gap between foreign-born late arrivals and 
US-born youth for decades; US students who are emergent learners of English complete 
secondary school in the US at rates up to 50 percentage points behind their US-born 
peers (NCES, 2019b), who graduate at rates of 85%. High schools appear to be serving 
some students quite well, while others appear destined for failure. 

In the US context, language proficiency in English and age of arrival are often key 
determinants for sorting that can result in the under-representation of immigrant 
students in rigorous academic5 classes, their over-representation in special education 
and remedial classes, or their being pushed out of school pathways altogether (Advocates 
for Children and the Public Advocate of New York, 2002; Jennings & Haimson, 2009; 
Lukes, 2015; Orfield, Losen, & Wald, 2004). New immigrant youth’s multilingualism is 
often framed as a deficit simply because their proficiency in English is emergent (García 
& Kleifgen, 2018) and their academic failure is often considered the result of culture and 
language rather than the result of inadequate school support (Warikoo & Carter, 2009). 

4 Inherent dilemma of secondary school design 

If decades of school reform have failed to produce significant changes in achievement 
for immigrant students, and the structure of schools has remained unchanged for the 
past century, it is perhaps timely to consider how not the students, but the very design 
of secondary schools might contribute to the reproduction of failure (Ruiz-de-Velasco, 
Fix, & Clewell, 2000). What follows is a synthesis of research on educational integration 
of new immigrant youth into five key dilemmas of the US high school model. 

a) Isolation of language learning from content learning. Traditional US secondary 
schools address the linguistic needs of minoritized multilingual students by focusing 
on language development in English through specially designed remedial classes often 
called English as a Second Language (ESL) (García & Kleifgen, 2018). While these courses 
are designed to help students develop academic language skills to succeed in English 
language courses, they are taught separately by teachers who focus on language 
development often to the exclusion of academic content or disciplinary language. The 
courses themselves are mandatory but do not count toward credits required for a high 
school diploma, thus extending the time required for immigrant youth to complete high 
school (Callahan, Wilkinson, & Muller, 2010). The ’language first, content later‘ approach 

5  Academic rigor is defined as schoolwork that is intellectually challenging and requires problem-solving and critical thinking, as 
well as deep analysis, and prepares students to meet the intellectual challenges of tertiary education.
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presupposes that students are unable to engage in learning experiences in key academic 
disciplines like math, science, and history until they have achieved a benchmark level 
of English proficiency. The approach renders inadequate any knowledge students have 
acquired in their home language or country prior to immigrating and is grounded in 
persistent myths about how language is learned. The approach in the US embeds itself 
in school- and classroom-level policies that include banning non-English languages in 
the name of integration (Flores & Rosa, 2015; Wiley & Lukes, 2015). 

Attempts to teach language before content ignore research on instruction for 
multilingual learners (August & Hakuta, 1997; August & Shanahan, 2006; García & 
Kleifgen, 2018). Trends reveal that such approaches often place new immigrant students 
into lower ability groups simply on the basis of emergent English proficiency (Callahan, 
2005; Olsen, 2010) and limit English learners’ opportunities to catch up to their peers by 
restricting access to the classes and content required for graduation from high school 
and for post-secondary access (Callahan, 2013; Callahan et al., 2010). Achievement data 
demonstrate that the language-before-content approach has resulted in decades of 
lagging linguistic and academic achievement of ELs, many of whom struggle to achieve 
English language proficiency after six years in US schools and who drop out of high 
school at alarming rates (Clark-Gareca, Short, Lukes, & Sharp-Ross, 2019; García & 
Kleifgen, 2018; Lukes, 2015; Olsen, 2014). 

b) Insufficient teacher preparation. With continued growth in the population of ELs in 
US schools, the likelihood increases that all teachers will eventually encounter students 
with emergent English proficiency in their classrooms. To teach academic content in a 
differentiated, linguistically responsive way tailored to the needs of new immigrants – 
and all students with emergent academic language skills – teachers require expertise 
and instructional knowledge that is currently not addressed in the majority of teacher 
preparation programs. Fewer than a third of all US teachers receive training on second 
or foreign language acquisition; fewer than half of all US states require teacher 
training on pedagogy for immigrant language learners (Wixom, 2015). For full-time 
professionals, opportunities for teacher learning in this area are often limited to one 
or two workshops a year. “Mastery of academic language is arguably the single most 
important determinant of academic success for individual students” (Francis & Rivera, 
2006, p. 5), but teachers who have not been trained to teach the language of their 
discipline have scant opportunity to develop this instructional skill. 

c) Teacher isolation into departmental silos exacerbates gaps in teacher preparation 
necessary for linguistically diverse classrooms by undermining opportunities for 
teachers to collaborate as professionals. In most US high schools, teachers work alone 
in individual classrooms with little opportunity to work with colleagues outside of 
their disciplines or to learn from other faculty who teach students at the same grade 
level (Lee, 2019; Ruiz-de-Velasco et al., 2000). There is particular isolation among ESL 
teachers, who are often tasked with the sole responsibility of addressing the complex 
needs of new immigrant students. 

Research suggests that school structures and norms that promote teacher 
collaboration, such as scheduling teachers into interdisciplinary teams with allocated time 
to share strategies, resources, knowledge, and skills can facilitate learning opportunities 
and trusting relationships among teachers and can also have a positive effect on student 
achievement (Parise & Spillane, 2010; Ronfeldt, McQueen, & Grissom, 2015). Yet, in most 
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US high schools, school leaders have centralized top-down leadership, an approach 
shown to undermine the innovation shown by research to be necessary to foster critical 
thinking, collaboration, and intellectual creativity (Zeiser, Taylor, Rickles, & Garet, 2014).

d) Conventional approaches to teaching new immigrant students promote rapid 
integration into mainstream classes that cater to students educated from the early 
grades in the host country and language (UNESCO, 2018). Despite its laudable goal of 
rapid social integration, premature placement of students in mainstream classes has 
been shown to be effective only in very limited circumstances for students’ academic 
development in the absence of research-based linguistic scaffolds. Research on classes 
in the US in which ELs and native speakers were grouped together indicated that 
student talk was reduced and few language learning opportunities were created, with 
students opting to complete their work quickly rather than communicate with peers 
(Jacob, Rottenberg, Patrick, & Wheeler, 1996). Scheduling English learners and native 
English speakers together provides limited language learning opportunities and may 
be detrimental to learning for ELs (Cathcart-Strong, 1986; Genesee, Lindholm-Leary, 
Saunders, & Christian, 2006; Platt & Troudi, 1997). High school students may sink rather 
than swim if they are removed from linguistic support too quickly (Robinson-Cimpian, 
Thompson, & Umansky, 2016; Slama, 2014). By contrast, when exit standards increase 
to an appropriate level of academic difficulty, students’ integration into mainstream 
instruction with little linguistic support has little impact on subsequent achievement 
levels or graduation rates (Robinson-Cimpian & Thompson, 2016). Tantamount to 
academic success is placement in classrooms where teachers have the expertise to 
design instruction to meet students’ needs, not simply physical proximity to peers who 
speak the target language. 

e) An additional dilemma of the design of many US high schools impacts both academic 
and social development. Subtractive linguistic models, in which students are forbidden 
from using their home language(s) as resources for learning, undermine academic 
progress, ignore decades of research in educational linguistics (Cummins, 2000; García 
& Kleifgen, 2018; Wiley & Lukes, 2015; Wright, 2010), and result in the marginalization 
and stigmatization of youth. English-only approaches (Ramírez, Yuen, Ramey, & Pasta, 
1991; Wiley & Lukes, 2015) and similar models in immigrant receiver nations where 
use of students’ home language(s) are banned in schools have roots in widespread 
misconceptions about language learning. Home language bans also draw on social 
Darwinist perspectives on language, race, and culture, resulting in ascription of lower 
status to certain “minoritized” languages (Alim, Rickford, & Ball, 2016; Flores & Rosa, 
2015; Wiley & Lukes, 2015). The resultant irony: many language-minority youths are 
prevented from developing academic competence in their home language, while their 
language-majority peers are encouraged to learn additional languages in ’foreign 
language‘ instruction. Such deficit-oriented approaches are discussed in academic 
scholarship on the importance of nurturing relationships with adults in schools and 
engagement in stimulating coursework – all factors that lead to student success (García 
& Kleifgen, 2018; Suárez-Orozco, Suárez-Orozco, Qin & Amthor, 2008). 
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5 Addressing the core dilemmas: alternatives to the factory model 

Some public secondary schools in the US have developed innovative programs to 
integrate newly arrived immigrant youth. Newcomer models are designed for youth who 
have arrived in middle or early high school in the US (grades 6 to 9) and are emergent 
learners of English; these programs are designed to address the core dilemmas 
presented above. Multiple models have been cited as effective innovations to address 
research findings; they include self-contained newcomer transitional programs, whole-
school newcomer models, and school-within-a-school models (Short & Boyson, 2012; 
Sugarman, 2017). Students in newcomer programs span a wide academic spectrum 
and include adolescents who have attended school in their home country and are at 
grade level with their US peers as well as students with limited formal schooling and 
emergent literacy. Immigrant youth are required to complete requirements for the US 
high school diploma identical to those required of peers who have attended US schools 
since primary school. Current federal legislation in the US requires all school districts 
to create conditions that promote the learning of both English language and content, 
thus enabling ELs to meet the same challenging academic standards as their English-
proficient peers (Every Student Succeeds Act [ESSA], 2015).

Successful newcomer high school models integrate language instruction into 
core academic classes, and as a result English proficiency is not a prerequisite to 
access academic content. In an integrated language and content approach, newly 
arrived immigrant youth do not wait to take classes in core disciplines: English language 
development is embedded in all academic coursework. In this instructional approach, 
immigrant youth are engaged from day one in rigorous learning experiences that 
foster problem-solving and critical thinking and harness their background knowledge 
in the home language(s). What does this look like in practice? In chemistry class, 
students could be learning English chemistry vocabulary and using it in the process of 
performing chemistry experiments, writing laboratory reports, generating hypotheses 
and conclusions, and presenting their findings orally in front of their peers. They might 
conduct a home or school inventory of chemicals and pesticides and read a text in 
small groups about the use of chemicals in agriculture. Scaffolds including visuals, 
demonstrations, sentence stems, graphic organizers, and home-language supporting 
materials would ensure that, regardless of their language level, students are able to 
participate fully in a rigorous academic environment that fosters reading, writing, 
speaking, and comprehension and that draws on their full linguistic repertoire.

In innovative research-based newcomer models, student and teacher schedules are 
redesigned within the parameters of state requirements and union contracts to meet both 
student needs and professional development demands. In one network-based whole-
school approach,6 interdisciplinary teacher teams take part in ongoing professional 
training as part of their regular weekly assignments (Kessler, Wentworth, & Darling-
Hammond, 2018; Klein, Jaffe-Walter, & Riordan, 2016; Lee & Walsh, 2017). Professional 
collaboration among teachers of ELs, particularly those with knowledge of language 
development and disciplinary knowledge, has been shown to improve ELs’ academic 
performance (August & Hakuta, 1997; Gándara, Rumberger, Maxwell-Jolly, & Callahan, 
2003; Varghese & Jenkins, 2005). Rather than English as a Second Language teachers 
being solely responsible for academic language development, in a collaborative 
approach, teams of teachers work together to design instruction to maximize academic 
language development for all students, not only new immigrants or ELs. 

6  Internationals Network for Public Schools are 28 district-run public high schools designed to integrate new immigrant youth into 
innovative academic high school programs, see http://internationalsnps.org/.



184 Marguerite Lukes | Deconstructing the dropout factory: Redesigning secondary schools to better serve immigrant youth – examples from the US context

To compensate for the limited preparation to teach linguistically diverse learners 
that most teachers receive in their formal certification pathways, part of their weekly 
schedule includes formal professional development to integrate language 
development into their courses. To ensure that this type of training is not a one-off 
opportunity, structures at the school level, including revised schedules, teacher teams, 
and embedded professional development throughout the year provide consistent 
opportunities for teachers to collaborate, provide peer mentoring, and receive ongoing 
training and support. These types of collaborative structure cannot be invented by 
teachers alone; research highlights the importance of school leaders’ support to foster 
structural changes that could improve instructional practices (Bryk, Camburn, & Lewis, 
1999; Bryk & Schneider, 2002; Fullan, 2002; Youngs & King, 2002). 

To achieve heterogeneous groupings, new immigrant ELs need not be a minority 
placed with fluent speakers of the host country’s language. Student peer supports and 
intentional structures that create opportunities for students to engage in meaningful, 
structured academic discourse among heterogeneous mixed-ability classes leverages 
the knowledge of peers to maximize second-language learning among immigrant 
youth (Blum-Kulka & Snow, 2004; Francis & Rivera, 2006). This means that teachers 
design projects where students learn from one another in structured group projects 
that incorporate reading, writing, speaking, individual roles, tasks and responsibilities, 
research, analysis, and formal written and oral presentations. A social studies project 
on the French Revolution will involve a small group of students exploring its causes 
through social, economic, and cultural lenses and working collaboratively to create a 
presentation for the class. At the structural level, students are part of small learning 
communities where they have opportunities to build meaningful relationships with 
peers and teachers, and to take part in services provided by community partners. 

A central goal of newcomer approaches is to address equity in educational 
outcomes in the long term (Thompson, 2013) by grouping new immigrant students 
together to receive tailored academic, linguistic, and social emotional supports to 
steer them toward successful school completion that provides a credential to access 
university and career pathways. Innovative newcomer models favor supportive 
services tailored to immigrant youth in the short term to foster long-term academic 
success. This tailored-services model contrasts with immediate submersion in the 
mainstream that provides the illusion of integration. Failure to attend to students’ 
academic, linguistic, and psychosocial needs can produce disastrous outcomes for 
their development, resulting in social isolation and academic failure (Olsen, 2010; 
Suárez-Orozco, Suárez-Orozco, & Todorova, 2008; Suárez-Orozco, Qin, & Amthor, 2008). 
Attention paid to social emotional needs of new immigrant youth is reinforced via 
structures for ongoing teacher professional development and shared responsibility for 
student learning across disciplines and faculty roles (Short & Boyson, 2012; Sugarman, 
2017). Newcomer approaches, such as the one implemented by the public secondary 
schools in the Internationals Network, have demonstrated measurably higher rates 
of high school completion than traditional approaches that integrate students into 
mainstream classrooms more quickly (Fine, Stoudt, & Futch, 2005; Zeiser et al., 2014). 
Such holistic approaches address the inherent dilemmas of traditional factory high 
schools by drawing on extant research and emphasizing an explicitly additive mission 
where students’ language, culture, and life experiences are the foundation upon 
which to build to prepare them for long-term success in university and post-secondary 
pathways.
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6 Conclusion

The US and the European nations, as hosts to growing numbers of school-age immigrant 
youth, are seeking tested, promising approaches to integrate and educate the next 
generation. Critical to the success of this project is a re-examination of the traditional 
secondary school. To re-imagine secondary schools, educators and policymakers in the 
US and beyond might begin by drawing on existing research as well as on school-based 
models for teacher professional development, collaboration, and peer learning, and 
school models that have shown results for immigrant learners.

Traditional high schools adhere to a subtractive model (Menken & Kleyn, 2010; 
Valenzuela, 1999), leading to underachievement, loss of potential, and institutionalized 
barriers to opportunity. Segregation of students into poorly designed remedial 
language classes devoid of disciplinary content and the subsequent overzealous 
integration into mainstream classes without linguistic scaffolds has led to decades of 
failure for many immigrant youth (García & Kleifgen, 2018; Ruiz-de-Velasco et al., 2000). 
Despite the inherent flaws in the subtractive traditional model, it has been applauded 
for promoting integration and fostering diversity, while cultural deficit theories have 
been used to explain the persistent failure of the culturally and linguistically diverse 
students it purports to serve (Arnez, 1978; Ogbu & Simons, 1998; Ruiz de Velasco et al., 
2000; Warikoo & Carter, 2009).

Yet immigrant integration and specially designed services for linguistically and 
culturally diverse youth need not be at odds, as shown in existing newcomer models 
(Thompson, 2013). Incorporating research findings into pedagogical practices, using 
student achievement data as a tool to inform program improvements, and rethinking 
subtractive models with the goal of equitable outcomes are vital systemic shifts. 
In an era of growing transnational migration, the linguistic and cultural diversity 
of student populations can be tapped as resources, shifting away from a deficit-
oriented, subtractive approach to schooling that has for too long blamed youth and 
their linguistic and cultural backgrounds for flaws in the system (Valenzuela, 1999; 
García & Kleifgen, 2018). Adhering to a 19th-century high school model to address the 
needs of a 21st-century transnational school population is unwise and squanders the 
opportunity to replicate approaches that have shown promise. Research on immigrant 
youth achievement and innovative US school models that promote academic success 
provide clear options for reform. Failure to rethink and redesign the factory model of 
high school very nearly guarantees failure for many young migrants and continues 
to play into a cultural deficit framing of achievement. The existing research base can 
inform innovation of the elements of secondary school that currently serve as barriers 
to adequate education. If integration into educational systems has as its goal equitable 
outcomes, perhaps it is time to set aside institutional rigidity, rethink the factory model, 
draw from the research, and take bold strides to innovate.
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Abstract

Individual and group struggles for human development and belonging across 
the globe are constrained by a confluence of forces. These forces are largely 
revealed in deep-seated, historical sentiments, practices, and antagonisms 
perpetuated by societal elites and those they influence toward disempowered 
and frequently dislocated racial, ethnic, religious, gendered, and ability groups. 
Although these forces have differing contextual characteristics, they generally 
reflect a rise in radical right parties and perspectives that propagate nativism, 
xenophobia, and highly divisive expressions of nationalism. This chapter looks 
mainly at the US context where the idea of race frames how myriad dimensions 
of difference are viewed, enacted, and often contentiously engaged. It argues 
that ongoing work to deconstruct this racial frame is requisite to creating more 
equitable, inclusive societies and that in this endeavor schooling plays a key role.

1 Introduction

The crisis of “othering” (powell & Menendian, 2016), a term that identifies practices 
of marginalization and discrimination between and within racial, ethnic, religious, 
gendered, and national groups continues to spread across the world during the first 
quarter of the 21st century with unfortunate extensions of and parallels to these 
problematic issues in previous centuries. There are differences in the confluence of 
forces that fuel this current crisis (like nationalism or climate disruption, for example), 
but it continues to be revealed in deep-seated, historical sentiments and antagonisms 
perpetuated by societal elites and those they influence toward targeted and often 
disempowered groups and individuals who are subjected to being defined as the other. 
In Europe, the rise of radical right parties and perspectives and the resulting propagation 
of nativism and xenophobia have caused increasing sociocultural, political-economic, 
and geographic tensions and fragmentations. Similarly, in the United States, the 2016 
election of Donald Trump in conjunction with the rise, calcification, and ‘normalization’ 
of extremely divisive expressions of nationalism has further polarized American people 
within and across socially constructed categories of difference. 

Public education in state institutions clearly has critical roles to play in negating 
rather than perpetuating the problematic consequences of dividing US residents 
along the lines of color-coded racial hierarchies and, instead, being a force for greater 
understanding and appreciation of diversity and belonging. A special issue of Educational 
Researcher (a premier scholarly journal published by the American Educational Research 
Association) re-kindled my thinking about these issues. Its focus was on rethinking race 
to better understand the range of diversity within ethnic groups in order to design more 
effective educational approaches. In this issue, edited by Carol Lee (2003), she along 
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with Spencer and Harpalani explored a wide range of ways African American youth live 
and engage in family systems, peer social networks, and within larger institutional, 
societal, and historical systems. Their article revealed how racial and ethnic minorities 
are not homogenous and argued for better understanding of how people uniquely 
live, learn, and develop culturally. In the same issue, Nasir and Saxe (2003) showed 
how youth identities are not located solely in the individual, but mainly negotiated in 
social interactions and also shift as individuals participate in the same practices in new 
ways or as they become participants in new practices. Similarly, Gutierrez and Rogoff 
(2003) illustrated the problems of trying to match educational practices to cultural 
assumptions about diverse groups without more comprehensive understanding of 
specific individuals’ and groups’ histories of engagement in cultural practices that were 
not captured in static notions of race. Viewing the cultural characteristics of individuals 
and groups as dynamic, contextualized, and shaped by historical experiences was 
central to the approach of each of the studies. 

This chapter looks mainly at the US context where the idea of race usually frames 
how myriad dimensions of difference are viewed, enacted, and contentiously engaged. 
I deliberately say the “idea” of race because scientists have amply demonstrated that 
there is no physical existence of races. For example, the official statement on race 
adopted by the Executive Board of the American Anthropological Association ([AAA], 
1998), in part, stated:

Physical variations in the human species have no meaning except the ones that humans 
put on them. Today scholars in many fields argue that ‘race’ as it is understood in the 
United States of America was a social mechanism invented during the 17th century to 
refer to those populations brought together in colonial America: the English and other 
European settlers, the conquered Indian peoples, and those peoples of Africa brought 
in to provide slave labor. 

Banton (1977) in “The idea of race” made the case earlier than the AAA’s official 
statement that there is no scientific justification for race. Scholars like Brodkin (1998), 
Palmié (2007), Feagin (2010), Painter (2010), Allen (2012), Fields and Fields (2012), 
Mukhopadhyay, Henze, and Moses (2014), and powell and Menendian (2016) continue 
to challenge this problematic term. Despite not being a scientific fact, the use of racial 
categorizations for people has become a social fact with a violent history that has 
resulted in differential and disturbing experiences of racism extending from inculcated 
beliefs that human divisions into racial categories are grounds for how they should 
interact. I argue that continuing the intentional work to deconstruct the reductive, 
color-coded racial framing of people’s identities that permeates the US is essential to 
creating a more equitable and inclusive society. I offer a more nuanced and complex 
conceptualization of people’s “micro-cultural” identities and affinities as revealed 
through distinct positionalities, practices, choices, and perspectives. I suggest how 
this work has ameliorative impacts on individual and group struggles for development 
and belonging in this country and around the world. Finally, I provide an example of 
teaching and learning that characterizes how schooling can contribute to an ongoing 
process of deconstructing race. 
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2 Race in the United States

Racial categories were invented by elites holding political and economic power to 
privilege selected members of US society and to disenfranchise others (Allen, 2012). The 
foundations of race and racist ideas, i.e. ethnic, religious, and color prejudice, were laid 
in the ancient world prior to the actual construction of races in the US that were initially 
expressed in color-coded contrasts of white and black. According to Kendi (2016), “racist 
ideas were nearly two centuries old when Puritans used them in the 1630s to legalize 
and codify New England slavery – the Virginians had done the same in the 1620s” (p. x). 
So, early occupation of the Americas and the enslavement of Africans to work its lands 
were realized in a white/black binary of race that was used to signify and justify colonial 
structures of power, privilege, and oppression. These structures are embedded in and 
perpetuated through each societal institution, including being encoded into the nation’s 
census that sought to define all people in US society in contrast to those ascribed as 
white. Though clearly not comprehensive, I will use the evolution of the census, on the 
one hand, and several aspects of the experience of African Americans, on the other, as a 
bifocal for viewing key aspects of the dynamics of race in the United States as they have 
played out historically between European Americans and African Americans.

The US census provides one example of how the idea of race is seen and used within a 
broad set of institutional structures and practices to rationalize a hierarchy with whites at 
the top. For example, although there have been numerous changes in the designations 
of all other groups in US society, the white designation has not changed from the first 
census in 1790, shortly after the country won its independence, to the most recent one 
in 2010, just after the country elected its first African American president. In contrast to 
the intentional uniformity of the white category, people of African descent have been 
variously defined in the census as slaves, free colored persons, mulattos, quadroons, 
octoroons, Negroes (or of Negro decent), and African Americans as well as blacks. More 
recently, people in US society who are racially seen as “brown” were variously identified 
in the 2010 census as Hispanic, Latino, Spanish Origin, Mexican, Mexican American, 
Chicano, Puerto Rican, Cuban, etc. However, people identified as racially white have not 
been disaggregated from the first census to the last and, thereby, appear throughout 
the history of this country as if they are a single racial identity. When the US census 
is taken every ten years, people are asked to self-identify and choose from a set of 
racial categories that the creators of the census have constructed. Formerly, the mostly 
uniform category of “white” versus the varying categories for other groups in the US 
was one of the ways that whiteness was not disaggregated and thus constructed as if it 
were a uniform designation of a race. 

There is a hopeful move in the 2020 US census in which people are not only asked 
to check the “white” box, but also allowed to write in a country of origin like “German, 
Irish, English, Italian, Lebanese, Egyptian,” etc. Similarly, if a person checks the “black” 
box, they can also write in “African American” or a country of origin like “Jamaican, 
Haitian, Nigerian, Ethiopian, Somali,” etc. So, subsequent analysis of how people in the 
US respond to these new options will be important for how we may be able to better 
understand a truer sense of the diversity of people in this country. 

Interestingly, based on decades of US census data, Palmié (2007) estimated that 
about 25% of Americans listed as white in 1970 probably had ancestors from Africa. 
Hypodescent, the one-drop-of-black-blood rule, would change the identity of many 
who see themselves as purely white (Hollinger, 2003). These considerations will still 
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not be captured by the additional options allowed on the 2020 US census. A similar 
consideration is that more than 80% of those listed as black had non-African ancestors 
(Palmié, 2007). This is one of the unfortunate consequences of having been enslaved. 
Census designations for Asians, American Indians, and Alaskan Natives have also been 
highly changeable over time in contrast to those designated as white. Additionally, if 
a person chose the “black or African American” category also chose to identify with 
one or more additional races including the white race, she, he, or they were still racially 
identified as a member of the “black in combination” population, or the “multiple race 
black” population (Rastogi, Johnson, Hoeffel, & Drewery, 2011). No option is provided for 
a “white in combination” population, thus implying a white homogeneity or a white racial 
essence that has never actually existed. Challenging the notion of a white racial essence 
or a racial essence for any of the racialized groups is a key goal of deconstructing race. 

This brief discussion of the census illustrates how one institution has historically 
constructed the idea of race in conjunction with the supremacy of whites over others. 
The normalization of whiteness at the top of US society could be demonstrated using 
other institutions as well, including education. According to Lipsitz, it is “the possessive 
investment in whiteness that is responsible for the racialized hierarchies in our society” 
(2006, p. vii). This also reflects what Feagin (2010) called “the white racial frame” that 
rationalizes and perpetuates racial inequality through a broad set of institutional 
structures and practices. The white racial frame that undergirds white power and 
privilege is a key component of the ideology and oppressive consequences of white 
supremacy. Leonardo defined white supremacy as a specific form of modern racism 
that underlies and makes other forms of racism thrive (Leonardo, 2009, p. 118). It is 
responsible for dramatic inequities and divisions among people in US society as reflected 
in the inordinate concentrations and disparities of wealth and power, the ruthless 
exploitation of human and material resources, the unchecked military expansion and 
interventions, as well as mass incarceration and other forms of disenfranchisement of 
targeted groups, to name a few. 

The census provides one reading of the construction of race in the United States. 
The experiences and treatment of African Americans from enslavement (1619 to 1865), 
to the re-construction era (1863 to 1877), to the Jim Crow era (1870s to 1965), to the 
New Jim Crow of mass incarceration (1970s to the present), to the civil rights and black 
power movements (1954 to 1990), to the elections of Presidents Barack Obama (2009 
to 2017) and Donald Trump (2017 to the present) provide a corroborative reading. This 
additional reading is informed by Kendi’s (2016) indication of how dual and dueling forces 
of racial progress and the simultaneous progression of racism march forward together 
with continually evolving and sometimes intersecting tactics, policies, and rhetoric. 
From the arrival in Jamestown, Virginia in 1619 of the first 19 enslaved Africans, the 
idea of race began to be constructed in ways to serve and justify the interests of the 
colonists. Although these early captives were initially treated as indentured servants, 
this positioning was gradually changed to a racial caste and laws were soon enacted 
to define and ensure that this status would not change. For example, when three men 
attempted to flee indentured servitude in Virginia in 1640, the one African, John Punch, 
was sentenced to slavery while the other two men of European descent were only given 
an additional year of indentured service. This was the first legal sanction of slavery and 
also the first legal distinction made between Africans and Europeans (Higginbotham, 
1975). A year later in 1641, Massachusetts became the first colony to enact a law to 
authorize slavery. 
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Throughout the colonial period and well after the Revolutionary War, enslaved 
Africans were subjected to unimaginable cruelties within the binary system of race. In the 
economy of enslaved labor, colonists preferred young males for the physically grueling 
work, and in this pursuit, they devastated African families or possibilities for families. 
There was also a sexual economy described by Davis (2002) that placed a premium on 
enslaved girls just reaching puberty and forced them along with other enslaved women 
“to perform not only physical labor, but sexual and reproductive labor as well” (p. 107). 
So, in addition to being a means for increasing the number of enslaved people, these 
practices also manifested the pervasive sexual violence of white men. It also further 
complicated the simple skin-color binary of white and black. Interestingly, although 
the words “slave” or “slavery” do not appear in the US Constitution approved in 1787, it 
did not explicitly prohibit, and therefore tacitly permitted, slavery that continued in the 
South until the Emancipation Proclamation in 1863 and the Thirteenth Amendment in 
1865 at the end of the Civil War. 

Disenfranchisement, stigmatization, and inequitable treatment based on race 
continued for African Americans from enslavement through Reconstruction, the Jim Crow 
Era, the Civil Rights and Black Power Movements, and into the present day. Although the 
institution of slavery ended with ratification of the Thirteenth Amendment in 1865, an 
enslavement mentality along with the enactment of various instruments of involuntary 
servitude by whites has continued to characterize racial dynamics in the United States. 
During the Reconstruction era that began in the early 1860s, federal troops had to be 
stationed in the South to protect the newly granted rights of African Americans and 
to prevent them from being re-enslaved. As African Americans gained political power, 
their Reconstruction governments and local leaders were attacked with mob violence 
that included bombings and lynchings. When federal troops were withdrawn in 1877, 
African Americans were at the mercy of Southern whites who imposed Jim Crow laws that 
enforced racial segregation, prevented them from voting, restricted their movement, 
and in other ways brought them back into servitude. For example, since the Thirteenth 
Amendment abolished slavery except as punishment for a crime, political jurisdictions 
created a variety of minor crimes that were used to arrest and convict African Americans 
and, under systems of convict leasing and other forms of peonage, to compel them to work 
without pay on farms and for businesses as well as to be bought and sold. This lasted well 
into the 20th century when peonage was finally abolished by President Johnson in 1966. 

In conjunction with legalizing ways to reintroduce Slavery by Another Name, a 
consideration that is comprehensively researched and analyzed in Blackmon’s (2008) 
Pulitzer Prize-winning book by that title, the mass incarceration of African Americans 
after peonage was officially abolished amounted to what Alexander (2010) termed The 
New Jim Crow. Her argument is, “We have not really ended racial caste in America, we 
have merely redesigned it” (p. 2). Central to this redesign was the aggressive arrests 
and convictions of African Americans, particular young men, and other people of color 
on charges of drug use. In less than 30 years between 1960 and 1990, the number of 
people incarcerated skyrocketed from around 300,000 to more than 2 million with drug 
convictions accounting for most of that increase (Mauer, 2006). The US has the highest 
incarceration rate in the world, effectively dwarfing other countries. By design, African 
Americans who make up 13% of this country’s population reflect 40% of those who are 
incarcerated. 

Consistent with Kendi’s (2016) notion of dual and dueling forces, the continuing, 
dramatic rise in incarceration rates of African Americans occurred collaterally with the 
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civil rights and black power movements in the US as well as the political movement that 
led to the election of President Barack Obama in 2008. This election of a ‘black’ President 
caused some Americans, mainly liberals, to suggest that the country had finally arrived 
in an era of color-blindness. As Coates (2017) noted, 

the charming and beautiful wife, the lovely daughters, the dogs – seemed pulled from 
the Brooks Brothers catalogue […]. Obama, his family, and his administration were a 
walking advertisement for the ease with which black people could be fully integrated 
into the unthreatening mainstream of American culture, politics, and myth (p. xv). 

His eight years in office were seen by many as indicative of how far the country 
had come from the vicious threats and violence enacted to undo the eight years of 
government by Negroes (the term used for African Americans at that time) that was 
emerging in a few southern states as a result of leadership changes that occurred 
during the Reconstruction era that began as slavery came to an end. The subsequent 
election of President Donald Trump in 2016, however, disabused Americans and the 
rest of the world that the vitriol of white supremacy had somehow subsided in the US 
Instead, Trump’s bigoted rhetoric and policies invigorated and activated racist behavior 
and views that directly contributed to significant increases in hate crimes and violence 
against not only African Americans, but Muslims, Latinx, Jews, LGBTQI Americans, and 
other minority and vulnerable groups. His election affirmed that race and white-identity 
politics are as alive as ever in the United States, and the need to free ourselves from 
these ways of constraining human identities and trajectories is ever more crucial. 

This chapter offers a different approach to addressing and attempting to ameliorate 
societal conflicts along racial lines. It does this, in part, by challenging premises upon 
which the idea of race in the United States is based – one being that there is a white 
racial essence or a racial essence for any of the ascribed racial groups. It is a challenge 
to the easy acceptance and use of the everyday language of race that is resident in 
terms like ‘white’ and ‘black’ and other color-coded referents like ‘brown’, ‘yellow’, and 
‘red’ that are capriciously situated between the white/black poles. Within the ideology 
of white supremacy, these terms have been defined and operationalized so that they 
have intrinsic rather than constructed meanings. This chapter offers more complex and 
nuanced ways of understanding identities as part of the process of deconstructing race 
as a barrier to higher levels of belonging in US society and schools.

3 Deconstructing racial identities

One aspect of Derrida’s (2005) concept of deconstruction is the denial of any pure or 
intrinsic essence in meanings of words in languages as well as in notions of ‘being’. 
Other scholars discussed in this section of the chapter demonstrate that there is no 
intrinsic essence to the idea of race and have shown, instead, how race operates within 
society through social constructions. In the United States, deconstruction of racial 
identities most profitably begins with people who are identified as white and, thereby, 
have been privileged and empowered within the system of white supremacy. The work 
of several scholars discussed in this section lifts the veil of white supremacy and reveals 
its structures for creating and sustaining hierarchies of difference and their resulting 
disparities. 
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One of these structures operating throughout US history is the continual expansion 
of the category of people identified as white. Immigration issues are currently being 
intensely debated and acted upon regarding people coming into the country across its 
southern border. But this issue must also be seen in the historical context of European 
immigration to America. Although the acculturation of successive waves of European 
immigrants was not without contention from both the newly arrived and those who 
were on this land longer, the end result has been significant enlargement of those who 
are identified as white. 

Painter (2010) explored the historical processes of constructing and enlarging the 
racial identity of white Americans and how whiteness became connected to specific 
conceptions of hierarchy, entitlement, labor, class, and images of self and beauty. Part 
of her discussion describes four successive waves of white enlargement. Early beliefs 
were of multiple European races. So, some groups formerly considered to be non-white 
were designated as white and assimilated into American life over time. One of many 
examples was the acceptance of the Irish as white (Ignatiev, 1995). Initially, they were 
seen as Celts and inferior to the Anglo-Saxon English. Later in American history, the same 
process was extended to descendants of southern and eastern European immigrants 
and eventually to Jews (following the Second World War). Brodkin (1998) addressed 
this process as the “whitening” of American Jews and described the role of Jewish 
intellectuals as a driving force in this whitening process by promoting the “American 
characteristics” of Jewish immigrant culture. Prior to assimilation into expanding 
constructions of whiteness, each of these immigrant groups was considered inferior 
and experienced harsh discrimination. Painter’s work contributes to the discussion of 
this chapter in how it deconstructs white identity by revealing that it has always been a 
continually changing social construct with ascribed rather than intrinsic meaning.

Painter’s work is important, and there also is a need to go beyond delineating the 
fluidity and diversity within constructed racial categories to deconstructing the idea of 
race itself. Fields and Fields (2012) challenged the racial construct, even as they clarified 
why it remains so prominent. Preceding from the fact that race has nothing to do with 
biology, they also provided a compelling analysis for why its folk classifications have 
not dissipated over time. Core to their analysis was an illustration of how the shared 
irrational and rational features of witchcraft could be compared to a kind of racecraft. 
They noted how racecraft has “such intellectual commonalities with witchcraft as 
circular reasoning, prevalence of confirming rituals, barriers to disconfirming factual 
evidence, self-fulfilling prophecies, multiple and inconsistent causal ideas, and colorful 
inventive folk genetics” (p. 198). Therefore, though race is scientifically fictive in terms 
of categorizing humans, racism as a social practice operates through the sleight of 
hand of racecraft (both as action and its rationale) as if race were not just an idea, but 
an objective reality. Consequently, they challenge us to see race as the ghastly fiction 
that it is and to critically question why we continue to accept and use this fictive concept 
to define ourselves and others in the context of US society. 

In place of the social construct of race, I suggest a framework of “micro-cultures” 
(Mahiri, 2017), a concept that captures the numerous components of positioning, 
practices, choices, and perspectives that make up the unique identities of each 
individual. Micro-cultural identities and practices are mediated by language and, 
like language, they are both acquired and learned. But they are also constituted and 
mediated through digital texts and tools that dramatically increase the range of how 
they are enacted. These virtually limitless combinations of components not only define 
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the uniqueness of individuals, they also reflect similarities and affinities of individuals 
to specific others in shared or connected experiences within lineages, histories, and 
geographies. Importantly, the combinations of micro-cultural components are dynamic 
and constantly changing in people’s lives in ways that are not defined or contained within 
categories of race, as the compelling stories of 20 informants so clearly demonstrated 
(Mahiri, 2017). 

The cover of the April 2018 special issue of National Geographic depicted twin sisters, 
one having white skin and straight blonde hair, and the other having brown skin and 
curly black hair. Despite their social positioning within the same family, probably, 
these twins will have different life experiences based upon racialized perceptions of 
superficial features of skin tone and hair texture. Their identities, however, range far 
beyond how they are physically perceived and are reflected by the unique, individual 
practices in which they engage as well as the personal choices they make throughout 
their lives. Micro-cultural practices reveal activity-based aspects of identity, and micro-
cultural choices reveal aspects of identity that are affinity-based. Both of these aspects of 
identity do not depend on or necessarily connect to categories of race. In other words, 
we are what we do, and we also are what we choose to affiliate with. Our identities 
are complex, nuanced, and unique and not able to be captured in superficial labels. 
More and more, these ways of being in the world are mediated by digital texts and 
tools. Gee (2003) discussed how people take on and play with identities and mediate 
relationships between new and old identities via digital media. He noted “a tripartite 
play of identities” (p. 208) that included people’s multiple real-world identities along 
with their virtual and projective identities. Gee further noted that people’s membership 
and participation in affinity groups (often located in virtual sites of interaction) are 
defined primarily by shared endeavors, goals, and practices, rather than shared race, 
gender, nation, ethnicity, or culture (Gee, 2003, p. 208). 

Clearly, the continually emerging, rapidly changing micro-cultural identities reflected 
in the positionalities, practices, choices, and perspectives of individuals in society cannot 
be contained in static categories of race. Yet negating the effects of racism, power, and 
privilege wielded historically and contemporarily by oppressive individuals and groups 
will take time and deliberate, strategic acts of resistance and reformation. Teaching and 
learning in schools have important roles to play in this process. 

4 Examples of positive identity work in schools 

Although not a panacea for the historically structured, racial inequities in the United 
States, education can contribute to deconstructing race and the creation of a more 
socially just society. Unfortunately, American schools have also been major sites for 
sustaining race as hierarchical markers of difference. This is seen, for example, in how 
curricular tracking results in racial hierarchies with white students at the top (Oakes, 
1985), how the administration of discipline reflects severe inequities for African 
American and Latinx students (Gregory and Weinstein, 2008), and how students of 
color have their cultures and identities denigrated and misunderstood in the context of 
schooling (Valenzuela, 1999). When a school door opens onto a classroom of advanced 
placement students and they are all white, when it opens to the discipline office and 
all the students are African American and Latinx, when it opens to a special education 
classroom and everyone is a student of color, this reveals how sites and meanings of 
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difference are racialized. Racism is enacted in how meanings are assigned to difference 
and, tragically, these meanings of difference are learned and internalized. 

Across grade levels and subject areas, schools can organize content and pedagogy 
to reveal how and why racial categories are simply not useful for understanding human 
genetic diversity. Teachers can also integrate this content into learning activities that 
allow students to explore and experience the complexity and variations of their own 
personal-cultural identities as well as the identities of others. In conjunction with identity 
work, teachers can also embed perspectives for individual responsibilities to others and 
to the larger society into all curricular content and learning experiences. Importantly, 
instead of re-inventing race in their structures and practices schools should be the 
places where, through the content of teaching and pedagogical approaches, students 
learn to deconstruct and thus identify racial categories as human-made. They should 
be able to understand the disturbing character of race-shaping power relationships in 
society and gain insight into the fact that race is not a genetically predetermined driver 
for human differences. 

I provide one of many examples from teachers I’ve worked with that reflects 
key aspects of these goals for teaching and learning in schools, though not all. In a 
curricular design called the “Personal Perspectives Project”, the teacher engaged upper 
elementary school students (4th grade and up) in more authentic explorations of identity 
by having them research their family histories and also interview family members. They 
then used a multimedia app called “Tellagami” to present their findings, with one goal 
being to allow them to take safe risks while developing a sense of personal-cultural 
understanding and self-efficacy. Another goal in utilizing the Tellagami app was for the 
students to learn through multiple sign systems including written text, animated video, 
and digital symbols and attributes in representing their identities and presenting them 
to others in this multimedia project. The project facilitated students going deep into 
their own positionality beyond essentialized categories of race like “black” or “white”, 
and the share-out portion also allowed every class member to learn more about others 
as they learned more about themselves, their families, and their ancestors. This learning 
experience was directly connected to state standards, but it also had a number of 
internal points of assessment. The family research component of the project required 
the students to become producers rather than merely consumers of knowledge about 
their identities beyond race. 

The project began with a focus on the metaphor of the “cultural iceberg” in order for 
students to visualize how their personal identities constitute much more than is seen 
on the surface. Next, students brainstormed about eight different aspects of diversity, 
age, gender, sexual orientation, ability, race, religion and socioeconomic status, but 
there are also many more. Although race was one of the categories offered, it is only 
one of eight. Importantly, it was not coded by color. Ultimately, the educator might 
want to eliminate the racial category, or if left in, use it as a window into discussion 
of what we know about the science and history of race. After this, the students were 
guided to find answers to a series of questions on family history, such as: What is the 
structure of your family? Who are members of your family and what roles do they 
play? This required them to become beginning ethnographers developing and using 
techniques of ethnographic interviewing and observation. Next, students reflected on 
which aspects of their identities others can perceive, and which aspects others cannot 
perceive. They were then given the opportunity to create an online avatar, or animated 
character, using a free Tellagami app. The program gives students the freedom to 
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design physical attributes, mood, background environment, and music as well as record 
a voiceover explaining who they are. The project culminates in class-wide presentations 
of their avatars. 

In addition to stimulating reflection and awareness and creating community, this 
learning experience embraced digital media as a creative, shareable, exciting space 
for remixing representations of one’s personal micro-cultural identity. Recognizing 
the potential to activate a component of a student’s identity in a safe and exciting 
way in conjunction with gaining significant insights into the identities of others while 
developing rigorous academic skills inherently contributes to positive personal-cultural 
and intellectual development. To really become independent learners, students have 
to develop the ability and agency to find information, sort and evaluate it, and then 
integrate and synthesize it as findings that can be clearly communicated to others. 
This learning activity allowed students to go deep into understanding their personal 
positionality informed by generations of family history and practices, and also go wide 
in understanding positionalities of others, thereby putting the humanity of students at 
the core of learning. 

Anthropologists Mukhopadhyay, Henze, and Moses (2014) have written a sourcebook 
on race, culture, and biology that focuses on ways in which teachers can help students to 
deconstruct and acquire sophisticated and intricate understandings of race. Hopefully, 
more research and scholarship will be directed to roles that schooling in state-run 
schools, open to everybody, can play in challenging and transforming the destructive 
aspects of promoting and accepting race as a sign of difference. Obviously, education 
alone is not a panacea for the consequences of a society in which lies dominate truth, 
in which fictions define reality, and where profit is valued over people. But it is one of 
the vital forces through which people developed their positive identities of themselves 
and in relationship to others.

5 Heightening the sense of belonging

Du Bois (1903) characterized the key issue of the 20th century as the problem of the 
color-line. powell and Menendian (2016) characterized the problem of the 21st century 
as the problem of “othering”. They note: “In a world beset by seemingly intractable 
and overwhelming challenges, virtually every global, national, and regional conflict 
is wrapped within or organized around one or more dimensions of group difference. 
Othering undergirds territorial disputes, sectarian violence, military conflict, and the 
spread of disease, hunger and food insecurity, and even climate change” (p. 14). They use 
the term othering to capture the dynamic of prejudice on the basis of group identities, 
but they also feel that it provides a clarity to the larger set of processes and conditions 
that propagate group-based inequality and marginality (p. 17). I believe this reframing 
is critical to the work of deconstructing race; however, I also feel it’s important to drill 
down to the level of the individual while recognizing how these issues are also in play 
at the level of different groups in society and even institutionalized in powerful entities 
like schools or administrative bodies. 

In the era of the Trump presidency, the continual stoking of fear and hatred of the 
“other” is rampant. Yet, like Kendi’s (2016) point that dual and dueling forces of racial 
progress and the simultaneous progression of racism march forward together, there is 
also considerable hope for transformation within the very political institutions that have 
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been partially usurped by radical right parties and perspectives. For example, although 
the last election date of the 116th Congress in 2018 seated 31 new Republicans in the 
House of Representatives who were all white males with the exception of one white 
woman, thereby, increasing the percentage of white male Republicans in the House to 
90%, the Democrats seated 40 new Representatives such that white males decreased 
in that side of the House from 41 to 38%. This increasingly diverse representation of 
the American people in political parties and processes is an important development in 
attempts to move toward a more equitable, inclusive, and democratic society. Again, 
according to powell and Menendian (2016), “the only viable solution to the problem of 
othering is one involving inclusion and belongingness. The most important good we 
distribute to each other in society is membership” (p. 32). They call for a vision of society 
with new identities and narratives that counter demagoguery and demonization of the 
other while also enhancing the well-being of everyone (p. 33).

In this chapter, I have argued that the goals of belonging in US society and schools 
cannot be achieved without the requisite work of deconstructing race. The perpetuation 
of race depends on people accepting the color-coded racial categories to which we 
are assigned. However, people can act in ways that negate these constructed racial 
categories and trade/transform the selves defined by them into personal-cultural 
identities that reflect more authentic ancestral, family, friendship, collegial, and 
virtual connections, relationships, activities, and social practices. We negate race by 
understanding and embracing the complex, fluid micro-cultural identities and affinities 
that go beyond ambiguity and make the idea of race obsolete.

Bibliography

Alexander, M. (2010). The new Jim Crow: Mass incarceration in the age of colorblindness (2nd ed.). New York: The New Press.
Allen, T. W. (2012). The invention of the white race: The origin of racial oppression in Anglo-America (Vol. 2). London: Verso 

Books.
American Anthropological Association [AAA]. (1998, May 17). Statement on “race”. Retrieved January 15, 2020, from 

https://www.americananthro.org/ConnectWithAAA/Content.aspx?ItemNumber=2583
Banton, M. (1977). The idea of race. Boulder: Westview Press. 
Blackmon, D. (2008). Slavery by another name. New York: Anchor Books.
Brodkin, K. (1998). How Jews became white folks and what that says about race in America. New Brunswick: Rutgers 

University Press. 
Coates, T. (2017). We were eight years in power: An American tragedy. New York: One World Books.
Davis, Adrienne (2002). “Don’t let nobody bother yo’ principle.” The sexual economy of American slavery. New Brunswick: 

Rutgers University Press.
Derrida, J. (2005). Writing and difference (A. Bass, Trans.). London: Routledge. (Original work published 1967)
DuBois, W. E. B. (1994). The souls of black folk. New York: Dover. (Original work published 1903)
Feagin, J. R. (2010). The white racial frame: Centuries of racial framing and counter-framing. New York: Routledge.
Fields, K. E., & Fields, B. J. (2012). Racecraft: The soul of inequality in American life. London: Verso. 
Gee, J. P. (2003). What video games have to teach us about learning and literacy. New York: Palgrave Macmillan.
Gregory, A., & Weinstein, P. S. (2008). The discipline gap and African Americans: Defiance or cooperation in the high 

school classroom. Journal of School Psychology, 46(2), 455-475.
Gutierrez, K. D., & Rogoff, B. (2003). Cultural ways of learning: Individual traits or repertoires of practice. Educational 

Researcher, 32(5), 19-25.
Higginbotham, A. L. (1975). In the matter of color: Race and the American legal process: The colonial period. New York: 

Greenwood Press.

https://www.americananthro.org/ConnectWithAAA/Content.aspx?ItemNumber=2583


200 Jabari Mahiri | Deconstructing race: Prerequisite to belonging in US society and schools

Hollinger, D. A. (2003). Amalgamation and hypodescent: The question of ethnoracial mixture in the history of the United 
States. American Historical Review, 32(5), 1363-1390.

Ignatiev, N. (1995). How the Irish became white. New York: Routledge.
Kendi, I. X. (2016). Stamped from the beginning: The definitive history of racist ideas in America. New York: Nation Books. 
Lee, C. D. (2003). Why we need to re-think race and ethnicity in educational research. Educational Researcher, 32(5), 3-5.
Lee, C. D., Spencer, M. B., & Harpalani, V. (2003). “Every shut eye ain’t sleep”: Studying how people live culturally. 

Educational Researcher, 32(5), 6-13.
Leonardo, Z. (2009). Race, whiteness, and education. New York: Routledge.
Lipsitz, G. (2006). The possessive investment in whiteness: How white people profit from identity politics. Philadelphia: Temple 

University Press. 
Mahiri, J. (2017). Deconstructing race: Multicultural education beyond the color-bind. New York: Teachers College Press. 
Mauer, M. (2006). Race to incarcerate. New York: The New York Press. 
Mukhopadhyay, C, C., Henze, R., Moses, Y. T. (2014). How real is race? A sourcebook on race, culture, and biology. Lanham: 

AltaMira Press. 
Nasir, N. S., & Saxe, G. B. (2003). Ethnic and academic identities: A cultural practice perspective on emerging tensions and 

their management in the lives of minority students. Educational Researcher, 32(5), 14-18.
Oakes, J. (1985). Keeping track: How school structure inequality. New Haven: Yale University Press. 
Painter, N. I. (2010). The history of white people. New York: W. W. Norton.
Palmié S. (May 2007). Genomics, divination, ‘racecraft.’ American Ethnologist, 34(2), 206.
powell, j. a., & Menendian, S. (Summer 2016). The problem of othering: Towards inclusion and belonging. Othering and 

belonging: Expanding the circle of human concern, (2), 14-40.
Rastogi, S., Johnson, T. D., Hoeffel, E. M., & Drewery, M. P., Jr. (2011, September). The black population: 2010. Census Briefs 

(Report No. C2010BR-06). Suitland: United States Census Bureau. Retrieved June 12, 2020, from https://www.census.
gov/prod/cen2010/briefs/c2010br-06.pdf 

Valenzuela, G. (1999). Subtractive schooling: U.S.-Mexican youth and the politics of caring. Albany: State University of New 
York Press. 

https://www.census.gov/prod/cen2010/briefs/c2010br-06.pdf
https://www.census.gov/prod/cen2010/briefs/c2010br-06.pdf


201

Andrea Riedemann and Muriel Armijo
Foreign students in the nationalist-homogenizing schools 
of a neoliberal and unequal society: The case of Chile

Abstract

This paper introduces the educational conditions of foreign children in the 
present Chilean school system. Based on the existing literature and on a field 
participative project carried out in 2017-2018, this paper identifies the Chilean 
school system, deeply rooted in Chilean history as a nationalist and neoliberal 
organization, where – based on this – students from foreign countries encounter 
racism and class segregation. In this respect it has to be mentioned that teacher 
training in Chile does not touch upon any aspect of preventing discriminations, 
neither regarding their way of managing their students’ mutual relationships, 
nor regarding a reflexive approach that teachers need to identify their own 
personal prejudices reflected in their everyday professional practice.

1 Introduction

In political, social and economic terms, for the last three decades Chile has been known 
as one of the most stable countries in Latin America and the Caribbean. The end of 
its last military dictatorship in the early 1990s represented the return to a democratic 
political system; the government-run social programs managed to reduce poverty 
significantly, and economic growth showed outstanding numbers during the first 
years of this so-called transition era. But during Pinochet’s regime, neoliberal and 
market-oriented reforms had been introduced in all aspects of social life, creating or 
deepening the conditions towards an unequal society. Today, it is clear that none of 
the post-dictatorial governments addressed inequality in a proper way so as to fight 
substantially the severe income gaps in the population. Currently, the minimum wage 
in Chile is 320,500 pesos (around 367 euros) per month. In 2017, 69.7% of workers 
received a salary below 500,000 pesos (around 600 euros), and only 5.2% of workers 
received a salary of 1,500,000 pesos (around 1800 euros) or more per month (Durán 
& Kremerman, 2020). In 2017, the Gini Index was 46.6 (World Bank, n.d.). Access to 
education and health is granted in theory, but of poor quality in practical terms. For many 
people, having a good education and access to good health services is just impossible, 
due to high prices. Scholars in the areas of economy and sociology (Castillo, Joignant, 
Palacios, & Tham, 2015; Núñez & Tartakowsky, 2010), as well as some research centers 
(Centro de Estudios de Conflicto y Cohesión Social, Fundación Sol) and international 
organizations (United Nations Development Programme, 2017), have shed light on 
these issues, raising the question of how people living in Chile manage to get along 
with this inequality and the very high cost of living. 

On October 18th 2019, a fare rise in the public transportation system unexpectedly 
set off the biggest Chilean social movement since the end of dictatorship. To confront 
the price rise, secondary students organized and called on people to evade payment 
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when using the subway. The government under president Piñera responded with 
such repressive police measures that many inhabitants of Santiago were outraged 
and started to protest, through massive demonstrations on the streets and banging 
pots outside their houses or apartments. The government continued to respond 
with brutality. In the last weeks of 2019, four different international human rights 
organizations and the Chilean Institute for Human Rights  published their reports on 
what has been happening in Chile since October 18th 2019. They all concluded that 
the current Chilean government has violated human rights in many ways. Based on 
the latest information provided by the Chilean Institute for Human Rights, over 3,500 
people have been injured by state agents (police officers and, to a lesser extent, military 
forces), including 260 children. There has also been an unspecified number of illegal 
detentions, sexual harassment, abuse and rape, perpetrated by police on the streets or 
inside police stations. Some politicians – above all, the younger left-wing parliamentary 
representatives – have shown signs of understanding where the intense unease 
of the population comes from, and have achieved an important political agreement 
which led to the October 25th 2020 plebiscite. In this historic event, almost 78% of 
the voters approved a change of constitution, to replace the still current constitution 
signed by Pinochet in 1980. Although the perspective of creating a new constitution 
represents hope for a more equal country, many people still worry about the violent 
events of the near past as the multiple expressions of police brutality are interpreted 
as the President’s inability or unwillingness to understand social unrest. Thus almost 
no advances towards the sustainable establishment of a real culture of human rights in 
Chile is expected and state authorities do not seem to have learned from the massive 
human rights violations during the previous dictatorship. The authors of this article 
deduce from this observation that there is a demand for changes in the education 
process of Chilean police, as well as for the whole Chilean education system. 

2 Migration to Chile in the near past

Before October 2019, the then prevailing stability contributed to a growing migration 
of Latin American and Caribbean people to Chile. Some milestones that illustrate this 
growth are the following: in the 1990s, only 0.8% of the population living in Chile were 
foreign citizens (Organización de los Estados Americanos, 2015). In 2006, following a 
government-run survey, 154,642 people in Chile had been born in another country 
(Fuentes & Hernando, 2019). The 2017 census showed that over 17 million people lived 
in Chile that year; more than 700,000 were migrants, representing about 4% of the total 
population. At the end of 2018, the estimated number of migrants rose to 1,252,225 
(Fuentes & Hernando, 2019), making up 6% of the total population.

In the first years of this migration phenomenon, migrants in Chile were mainly 
women from neighboring Peru who hoped, through their work in Chile, to be able to 
send remittances to their families back in their home countries (Stefoni, 2011). A few 
years later, two events contributed to further migration flows: on the one hand, the 
2001 terrorist attacks in the United States led to the closure of borders there, as well as 
in other countries. Migrants from Latin America sought other destinations than the US. 
On the other hand, in 2001 a huge economic crisis began in Argentina, a country that 
until then had been the main target of intra-regional migration from Latin America and 
the Caribbean (Rojas & Silva, 2016). Different kinds of political and economic crisis – like 
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the still current one in Venezuela, as well as natural disasters like the big earthquake 
in Haiti in 2010 – have led to further immigration flows from diverse Latin American 
and Caribbean countries. Currently, the five most represented foreign communities in 
Chile are from Venezuela, Peru, Haiti, Colombia, and Bolivia, in order of size (Instituto 
Nacional de Estadísticas & Departamento de Extranjería y Migracíon, 2019).

As an obvious result of this growing immigration, in recent years the number of 
foreign students in some Chilean schools has risen steadily, and this growth has 
been especially strong during the last few years. According to the Chilean Ministry of 
Education, in 2017 2.2% of all students in Chilean schools were from other countries 
(Ministerio de Educación, 2018). In 2018, this rose to 3.2% (Eyzaguirre, Aguirre, & 
Blanco, 2019). Looking at this nationwide average, evidently this figure is still very 
low compared to other countries – but for a variety of reasons, including Santiago’s 
large degree of urban segregation, in some particular schools over 70% of students 
are foreigners (Rojas, Riedemann, Joiko, Palma, Urrutia, & Sepúlveda, 2018). How 
do schools deal with these foreign students, and what do these students encounter 
in Chilean schools? This paper aims to describe some of the tensions related to this 
question. First, we will refer to some aspects of Chilean history and the very particular 
Chilean education system, focusing on the facts suggested by the title of the paper: 
Chile is a neoliberal and socioeconomically highly unequal society, and in many of its 
schools nationalist and homogenizing ideas and values are central to its education 
processes (Rojas Flores, 2004; Poblete, 2009). Then, we will describe the three main 
issues related to foreign students in Chilean schools that have been highlighted by 
qualitative research, conducted by the authors of this paper in recent years. 

3 Some notes on the Chilean education system

The current Chilean school system took shape in the first decades of the 19th century. 
After about 300 years in which most of the now existing Latin American countries were 
under the rule of the Spanish crown, Chile reached independence between 1810 and 
1825, and a few years later, the first Chilean university and the first schools emerged. 
During the first decades of this new nation, teacher formation only existed for the 
preparatory level, but towards the end of the 19th century, the Chilean state hired a 
number of German teachers in charge of setting up secondary school teacher training 
(Alarcón, 2010). As in many countries of the world, in Chile, too, right from the start 
the establishment of the school system was closely linked to the political interests of 
the nation (Bernstein, 1996). In spite of the many common elements left by 300 years 
of colonial rule, Chile and the other Latin American nations that emerged in the first 
decades of the 19th century (Rinke, 2010) took on the difficult task of highlighting and 
praising the supposedly unique characteristics of each individual country. Herein lay 
to a certain extent the beginnings of Chilean nationalism, a widespread and hardly 
questioned element of identity and feeling of belonging for Chilean people until today, 
which is taught in schools by numerous means. The Chilean elites, who were strongly 
represented within state institutions, parliament, historiography and the press at that 
time (Cruz, 2000), constructed an idea of a nation that should be understood ethnically 
as white and European, but culturally also as brave and sovereign like the Mapuche, the 
indigenous people who had fought for centuries against the Spanish invaders during 
the colonial era (Pinto Rodríguez, 2003). This somewhat unusual and tense combination 
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of European and indigenous models became even more complicated when the Chilean 
state, in the second half of the 19th century, forcibly occupied the land of the Mapuche 
in southern Chile, declared it to be Chilean territory (Cayuqueo, 2017), and spread a 
deep anti-indigeneism that was also evident in the school system for many decades 
(Riedemann, 2012). This anti-indigeneism was originally directed against the indigenous 
people of Chile, but over the years also developed into hostility against indigenous 
migrants from other countries, such as Peru and Bolivia (Tijoux, 2013). During the 19th 
century, Chile waged two wars against these two countries, resulting in Chile conquering 
formerly Peruvian and Bolivian lands. This fact has additionally strengthened Chilean 
nationalism towards the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th. 

As mentioned before, besides the return to democracy, it was the growth of the 
economy in the 1990s that made Chile an attractive country in terms of migration 
within Latin America and the Caribbean. But the macroeconomic data hide the fact 
that Chile has to be evaluated as a highly unequal country in terms of the distribution 
of health, wealth and education (United Nations Development Programme, 2017) and 
many migrants only learn about this inequality once they arrive in Chile, confronted, for 
example, with very low wages paid in some industrial sectors. The origins of inequality 
in Chile can be located first and foremost in the colonial era, but the current inequality 
is also largely due to the neoliberal reforms introduced during the military dictatorship, 
which continued in many aspects after the military regime ended (Espinoza, Barozet, & 
Méndez, 2013) and which was followed by the so-called democratic governments.

During the dictatorship, the abolition of parliament and the inability of civil society 
to resist allowed a series of reforms to be implemented, which until today affect people 
living in Chile in practically all areas. This extreme application of neoliberalism in all walks 
of life has also affected the education system (Valenzuela, Bellei, & de los Ríos, 2013). 
In addition to the public schools, on the one hand – which constituted the vast majority 
of schools until the 1970s – and some private and paid schools, on the other hand, a 
new and third type of school emerged during those years. From the 1980s onward, the 
above-mentioned reforms allowed private individuals or institutions to receive public 
funds in order to found schools and turn them into highly lucrative businesses. From 
that time on, there has been a growing consciousness that education in Chile actually 
is just another product negotiated in the marketplace, that is, a consumer good rather 
than a social right equally granted to all, regardless of socioeconomic status (Falabella, 
2015). 

Many students have changed to these new private schools since the 1980s, mainly 
for symbolic reasons: families still deem these schools to be more prestigious (Madero 
& Madero, 2012). This massive change, along with the fact that schools are not run 
centrally by the state but locally by each district, has led to a great impoverishment of 
public schools (Carlson, 2000). Today, public schools in most cases are poor schools. 
This means for example, that they are not heated, even though in many parts of the 
country winter temperatures drop to zero degrees Celsius or below. It also means that 
the restrooms are not properly equipped (for instance with toilet paper), the school 
furniture is old, windows are often permanently broken or the roof of the school leaks 
when it rains. An important fact to mention here is that more than two thirds of all 
foreign students attend these kinds of school ( Joiko & Vásquez, 2016). A recent research 
study shows that in 2017, 46% of all Chilean schools reported having foreign students 
among its attendees, while 54% of schools reported no foreign students registered. A 
closer look at this reality, and leaving the small schools (less than 20 students) out of 
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this observation, shows that 50% of all foreign students in Chile are registered in only 
3% of all Chilean schools (Eyzaguirre et al., 2019). 

So, what has happened since foreign students entered the Chilean education system, 
marked by inequality, neoliberalism and nationalist notions? From the year 2000 
onwards, much qualitative research has been done, showing that foreign students face 
specific challenges in Chilean schools. 

4 Main issues faced by foreign students in Chilean schools

As a general context, the arrival of foreign students has been representing a new field 
of tension in a school system already overstretched by several problems. But in the 
available research results, three main issues have been identified as especially relevant. 

The first one of them revealed by research is that in the initial years of the current 
migration phenomenon some schools refused to host foreign students at their schools 
(Stefoni, Acosta, Gaymer, & Casas-Cordero, 2008). On the other hand, due to the voucher 
system of the Chilean school system (Valenzuela et al., 2013), some schools were open 
to receiving migrant students right from the beginning (Joiko & Vásquez, 2016). This 
situation probably explains, to a certain extent, why some schools have such a high 
concentration, up to 70%, of foreign students (Rojas et al., 2018). Due to the fact that the 
current Chilean migration law was created under the regime of Pinochet in 1975, based 
on the doctrine of national security (Stang, 2016), for a long time foreigners in Chile 
have been represented to public opinion as a threat to internal, national issues. This 
explains why foreign children, too, have been facing multiple bureaucratic obstacles 
to register in schools. In reaction to the initial refusal of some schools to host migrant 
students, the Chilean Ministry of Education released a series of new rules and norms 
related to this topic, which helped to solve that problem, but – probably involuntarily – 
created a new one: to facilitate registration in schools, the Chilean Ministry of Education 
created a new figure based on a fictitious (not official) personal identification number 
(Stang, 2016), which actually encouraged entrance at school – but with limited rights 
for students. 

Foreign students – many of them of indigenous descent from neighboring countries 
or of African descent – are, as mentioned above, confronted with a society that has 
tried to present itself as ethnically homogeneous, ‘white’ and non-indigenous since it 
constituted itself as a nation-state. The growing heterogeneity apparently created by 
migration irritates large parts of Chilean society because many Chileans believe that 
immigrants pollute and render worthless a formerly ‘pure’ land. Deeply rooted racist 
thinking has been identified in some of the studies on attitudes towards foreigners in 
Chilean society (Tijoux, 2016). Latin American and Caribbean migration has made the 
existing racism in Chile more visible and obvious. 

Discrimination experiences at school – the second central topic highlighted by 
research on foreign students in Chile – are nowadays well documented (Beniscelli, 2016; 
Pavez, 2012). According to an NGO working with migrant children, “Discrimination in 
school has become so daily that migrant children have naturalized it, getting to consider 
it as part of the costs of migration” (Corporación Colectivo sin Fronteras, 2007, p. 140-
141, as cited in Jiménez, Aguilera, Valdés, & Hernández, 2017). A similar conclusion is 
present in an article focused on Peruvian migration, which states that “children have to 
stand racism as a way of being of Chilean people” (Tijoux, 2013).
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The third relevant issue refers to the lack of appropriate teacher formation for this 
relatively new social context. Until now, teacher education programs with an intercultural 
approach are rather scarce in Chile, and focus mainly on teaching for indigenous 
populations. This absence has had diverse negative effects, including the capacity of 
teachers to identify and recognize racist attitudes, and to act on, prevent or stop them 
(Riedemann & Stefoni, 2015). Foreign students encounter teachers who themselves 
attended precarious schools during their childhoods, where they were educated in a 
strongly nationalist way, and where homogeneity was an absolutely important value 
that they now pass on (Beniscelli, Riedemann, & Stang, 2019). Paradoxically, nationalism 
is also present when teachers try to show intercultural openness, but the ‘inclusion’ 
of other countries or nationalities happens mainly through symbolic representations 
like the presence of their national flags or their anthems. The following quote shows 
how convinced the chairman of a district is about the effectiveness of this measure 
addressing cultural heterogeneity of his students in terms of national symbols: 

If you go for a walk in the school, you will see that we have practically not only hoisted 
the Chilean flag, but that it is accompanied by all the other Latin American flags. When 
we have a school party, we sing the Chilean national anthem, but also the song of the 
Latin American Brotherhood, and this is institutionalized. (Interview with the Chairman 
of the District of Education in a district of Santiago, trans. by authors)

Besides nationalism, the fact that these teachers have been barely confronted with 
education approaches focused on diversity during their studies and practical training 
also means that they may never have considered or reflected on their own racism. 
During the fieldwork of a study, the team in charge noted that teachers insistently talked 
about a Haitian boy who had to be ‘civilized’ to ‘make him more human’, apparently 
because he had never been to school before. They said that he walked on the tables, 
never sat quietly because ‘he was not used to it’, and that ‘he had never seen a booklet’, 
so this student found the school environment and its tools ‘strange’. The teachers also 
mentioned that he did not speak Spanish and asserted that this student never kept 
his shoes on, as a further example of his lack of familiarity with schools and missing 
‘civilized’ customs.

A secondary effect of the lack of reflection on the teachers’ own beliefs, as mentioned 
above, is the inability to recognize discriminatory actions among students. Foreign 
students meet classmates who, although showing a greater intercultural openness 
than their teachers, often make their foreign classmates feel that Chile is not their 
country and, for example, have no right to criticize this country. Roessler quotes a male 
teenager: 

I’ve met foreigners coming to Chile and criticizing the country, and that’s actually wrong, 
because Chile gives them everything, it’s a good country, and when a foreigner comes 
and criticizes it, even though he lives here, and he gets a job and all that then he cannot 
criticize, and then sometimes we Chileans are angry because of it. (Roessler, 2018, trans. 
by authors) 

These quotes and observations give insight in a finding on shortcomings in teacher 
formation in Chile with respect to reflecting on the notion of ‘cultural homogeneity’: a 
special sensitivity for differences, and a critical posture towards racism – two central 
conditions that have been found to be relevant in teacher formation in other national 
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contexts like Germany (Doğmuş, Karakaşoğlu, & Mecheril, 2016) but which have still not 
been sufficiently included in Chilean teacher formation. 

5  Need for reforms in the Chilean teacher training system with 
respect to acknowledgement of changes in society through 
migration 

The existence of hierarchies between national citizens and migrants, of discrimination in 
schools and the lack of proper teacher formation with respect to an anti-discriminatory, 
diversity-friendly pedagogical approach are structural issues of the Chilean education 
system, which need to be revised. Achieving quality education in a neoliberal and 
unequal society seems to be a hard task. Nevertheless, it is important to acknowledge 
that in the last decades important discussion in professional contexts about developing 
an intercultural approach that would fit the Latin American reality and not be only an 
adaptation of European or North American ones, have been started.

The approach of ‘critical interculturality’ (Tubino, 2005; Walsh, 2010) focuses on the 
fact that Latin America was a continent dominated by colonial power, and that this 
long domination has left a deep impact on all structures of society. The colonial way of 
thinking could be summarized by the idea that ‘white’ people deserve to be at the top of 
all human hierarchies, and that indigenous and ‘black’ people, on the other hand, deserve 
to remain at lower levels of this socially constructed hierarchy. Analytical approaches 
in Latin America also discuss “neoliberal multiculturalism” (Boccara & Ayala, 2011), 
which has been critically identified as a way of making politics only using multicultural 
rhetoric but not bringing it into practice or even questioning the essentialist notion 
of culture underlying the approach. But, as mentioned before, it is not only neoliberal 
multiculturalism but neoliberalism in all its expressions that is nowadays being criticized 
in Chilean society. A new consciousness about social inequality has emerged, and in 
fact, one of the main phrases associated with this movement is “Chile despertó” [Chile 
awoke]. We are concluding the revision of this paper during the first days of November 
2020. Thanks, and in reaction, to the social movement, Chile will start a process of 
constitutional change after the October 2020 plebiscite. We expect that the new Chilean 
constitution will consider migration as a human right and that it will put an end to 
the current segregated school system, advancing towards a real quality education for 
everyone, regardless of social, national, or ethnic origins. As a hope, the inclusion of 
indigenous people through reserved places in the constitutional organism is in process 
of approval by the parliament, considering all recognized ethnicities as well as Chileans 
of African descent. In the light of what has been happening in Chile in the course of 
one year (October 2019 till November 2020), an urgent content to be included in that 
quality education is education in human rights, which unquestionably represents a 
proper frame to embrace a critical intercultural approach.
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Abstract

This article explores how teachers in German and US public schools relate to 
students’ educational paths and experiences in the context of transnational 
migration. The analysis is based on focus groups held in two schools. Selected 
sequences were analyzed comparatively with the aid of interpretative methods. 
The focus groups firstly reveal different types of knowledge and notions of 
normality teachers draw on when relating to their students’ lives, as well as 
heterogeneous professional self-positionings. These differences can be linked 
to local school cultures, professional knowledge repertoires and institutional 
hierarchies, as well as distinct traditions of anti-discrimination in Germany and 
the US. Secondly, the analysis highlights overlapping paradoxes of pedagogical 
professionalism resulting from the tension between students’ transnational 
biographies and nation-state-oriented school systems. 

1 Introduction

Transnational movements through (forced) migration are in conflict with the logic of 
national school systems (see Gogolin & Pries, 2004). Educational paths cross national 
boundaries and do not fit without creating friction with school procedures and routines. 
They challenge the organization of nation-state-oriented educational systems and thus 
are profoundly precarious for the individuals who pursue them (see Chamakalayil & 
Riegel, 2016; Schroeder & Seukwa, 2018). 

In our article, we explore how teachers relate to students’ transnational education 
paths and how they construct students’ transnational biographies in the context of 
(forced) migration.1 We use data material from focus group discussions in two schools 
to explore how teachers make sense of students’ transnational education paths, what 
knowledge they refer to, and how they position themselves as professionals (with 
respect to the tension between transnational education paths and nation-state-oriented 
school systems).2 

We assume that teachers are ambivalently involved in forming education paths and 
biographies. By framing and accompanying learning processes, and by diagnosing and 
predicting success and failure in education, they can be seen as central for reproducing, 
as well as disturbing, societal relations of difference and inequality (see Lange-Vester, 

1  Undoubtedly, types of mobility which (by law) fall into the category of forced migration potentially create a specific vulnerability due to 
legal frameworks which are beyond the individual’s control. Yet in this article we focus on similarities rather than on differences in relation 
to other types of transnational migration, by highlighting the confusion students’ transnational biographies create in nation-state-orient-
ed public schools.

2  Our analysis is part of a comparative qualitative research project on school cultures in migration societies, which was conducted in Ger-
man and US schools. The EDUSPACE project (2015-2019, funded by the German Research Foundation (DFG) and led by Merle Hummrich, 
Goethe-University Frankfurt) investigates how schools in Germany and the US refer to issues of diversity and inequity, and how difference 
is constructed and processed, against the backdrop of distinct histories of migration and racism, as well as different educational policies 
and approaches to diversity and anti-discrimination. The study is designed as a qualitative multi-level analysis (see Hummrich & Terstegen 
2018) with a focus on case studies in four schools. These include analyses of school programs, homepages, focus groups with teachers 
and interviews with principals, as well as ethnographic writings and audio recordings of classroom interaction (see also Hummrich, 2019).

  Here, we refer to Paul Mecheril’s concept of a migration society (“Migrationsgesellschaft”; see Mecheril 2010, p. 11).
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2015; Kramer, 2015; Stanton-Salazar, 2011). In this context, teachers’ views and 
knowledge of their students’ family backgrounds, their lifeworld and their education 
paths are important as they shape interpretations of students’ learning practices and 
achievements and might even contribute to mold children’s future education paths (see 
Gomolla & Radtke, 2009; Dreke, 2011). 

When examining teachers’ statements on students’ transnational biographies, we 
regard these as socially contextualized constructions, which refer to specific institutional 
conditions as well as to professional knowledge repertoires and professional (self-)
concepts. Drawing on a social constructivist perspective, we read these constructions 
both as an expression of existing professional knowledge repertoires (about transnational 
education paths and biographies) and processes of knowledge production about this 
phenomenon.  

2 A transnational approach to qualitative case comparison

Although all nation-based educational systems conflict with transnational education 
paths, in migration research, this relationship has so far been mostly addressed 
within a single nation-state context only. In this article, we would like to overcome a 
solely nation-based contextualization and adopt “a ‘methodological transnationalism’ 
perspective” (Amelina & Faist, 2012). By including data material from schools of two 
nation-states in the analysis, we do not aim at a systematic comparison of the two 
school systems. Rather, we would like to present a perspective which reflects upon the 
tension between transnational education paths and national education systems as a 
general problem in migration societies.

By regarding the schools in both countries as schools in migration societies, we firstly 
argue that migration has been shaping school reality in Germany and the US alike. 
Secondly, even though we may identify many structural and systemic differences 
between the school systems of these nation-states, findings from international research 
reveal that in both systems schools play an active role in processing and reproducing 
social and ethnic inequalities (see for example Weis & Fine, 2005). In both countries, 
institutionalized power relations come into effect in school structures and practices and 
create (de-)privileged positions for students along interrelated categories of difference 
(for example Kemp-Graham, 2018). This tertium comparationis connects schools in 
Germany and the US – despite significant differences regarding the manifestations and 
historical conditions of migration, as well as racism and social inequality.

Following the often-quoted critique of methodological nationalism (see Wimmer 
& Glick-Schiller, 2002), we intend to take an approach which transcends the nation-
state as the sole explanatory and reference framework for the comparison of cases. 
Methodologically, we refer to qualitative-comparative approaches of case analysis 
as for example suggested by Bartlett and Vavrus (2013), who consider international 
comparison as a process of including different contexts in the analysis: “Vertical case 
studies de-center the nation-state from its privileged position as the fundamental 
entity in comparative research to one of several important units of analysis” (p. 11). 
This corresponds with interpretative methodology, which allows the researcher to 
investigate the case in its individual complexity and its respective contexts. 

As Vavrus and Bartlett (2006) argue, qualitative case comparisons across national 
boundaries which are “grounded in a principal site (for example a school, a community, 
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an institution or a government ministry)” (p. 96) must take into account “the ways 
in which historical trends, social structures, and national and international forces 
shape local processes” (p. 96) at the investigated site. At the same time, interpretative 
methodology implies that the question of which contexts in which way are of relevance 
for understanding these processes in the particular case cannot be answered a priori, 
but needs to be analyzed empirically (Falkenberg, 2018, p. 129). 

Against this backdrop, we regard the teachers’ constructions of students’ 
transnational biographies as embedded in particular social und institutional contexts 
(see Kalpaka, 2011). While ‘their’ schools are situated in contexts with distinctive policies, 
laws and discourses, we prefer to examine the teachers’ constructions empirically 
rather than presupposing the potential relevance of national differences. Moreover, 
we are interested in commonalities in teachers’ constructions which may result from 
the tension between transnational education paths and national education systems in 
both cases.

3  Transnational biographies from the perspective of teachers – 
empirical insights

In our analyses, we draw on discussions with focus groups of teachers at a high 
school in a big city on the US east coast (Hoover High school) and a community school 
(“Gemeinschaftsschule”) in a medium-sized city in the west of Germany (Heinrich-
Böll-Schule). The focus groups aimed to address the experiences and positionings of 
teachers in relation to the topic of ‘diversity’ in their respective schools. In the following, 
we will focus on those sequences in which transnational migration is discussed. In both 
schools, this topic was introduced by the participating teachers themselves. Thus, our data 
first of all indicate that transnational education paths of students are made relevant in 
discussions and interpretations of teachers in both cases alike. 

By using the concept of transnationalization and framing the examples mentioned 
as transnational biographies, we attempt to highlight that migration often cannot be 
conceptualized as a linear and one-off process. The concept points to the many ways 
in which individuals and families create “transnational social spaces”, a term coined 
by Pries (2001), and also social interdependencies5 (Pries, 1996, p. 467) by virtually 
and/or physically moving between nation-states.6 In migration societies, schools are 
shaped through the everyday practices of individuals who attend schools and maintain 
transnational social spaces in their everyday lives.7 While it has to be considered that for 
example national immigration laws limit the physical mobility of migrants (especially 
when they are categorized as refugees), transnational biographies become relevant in 
schools despite these limitations. 

3.1  Hoover High School

In the discussion with five 9th-grade teachers8 at Hoover High School, the issue of 
migration is introduced by a social studies teacher, Emma Binetti. In response to the 
general question about the teachers’ experiences with diversity at the school, she 

4  All names have been changed for the purpose of anonymization.
5 Here, Pries refers to Elias (1986).
6   For further research on transnational biographies in migration societies see for example Lutz (2004) as well as Apitzsch and Siouti (2014), 
who use the concept of transnationalization for biographical case studies.

7 Schools can therefore also be examined as transnational educational spaces themselves (see Hinrichsen & Matute, 2018).
8 The teachers participating in the discussions were the ones whose classes we observed. The observations in all schools took place in grade 9. 
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criticizes that the school does not adequately address the needs of certain groups of 
students. “We don’t really address the diversity of our students and focus on the needs 
of the individual diverse populations” (p. 3/ll. 28-29). As an example, Ms. Binetti mentions 
the ESL9 students taught by her colleague, Arthur Harris, and points out that “those 
children are not a priority in our system” (p. 3/ll. 32-33). In this statement, “diversity” 
is used as an essentializing term which is applied to specific groups of students who 
represent “diversity” rather than characterizing the student population as a whole. 
By referring to ESL students as an example, Ms. Binetti constructs these students as 
a homogenous, disadvantaged group (“population”) whose particular needs are not 
sufficiently acknowledged. At the same time however, by hinting at their non-prioritized 
status (not only at Hoover High school, but with regard to the school system in general), 
she opens up the topic of inclusion and exclusion of groups of students for a critical 
discussion. This opportunity is then used by the ESL teacher, Arthur Harris. He agrees 
with Ms. Binetti’s statement and points to the powerful role of wealthy parents who, 
according to him, act as aggressive advocates for their children and, thereby, actively 
secure privileges for themselves (for example ensuring that their children are taught 
by teachers they deem qualified). ‘His’ ESL students, on the other hand, do not have 
such advocates (“no-one is looking out for them”, p. 4/l. 34). Instead, the teachers 
are required to fill this role, whose voices, according to Mr. Harris, are less powerful 
than the voices of those parents who have “social or political capital” (p. 4/l. 14). In 
Arthur Harris’ position, it is worth emphasizing two things: first, the self-positioning as 
advocate for the ESL students who he positions as marginalized in school; second, his 
criticism of social privileges, which mirrors social scientific theories. Accordingly, Mr. 
Harris attributes this marginalized position of ESL students to their families’ unequal 
access to the resources mentioned above, which makes it difficult for them to use the 
education system for their own interests.

Mr. Harris describes the migration stories of his students by referring to an ideal-
typical pattern. He explains:

This is like a sort of stereotypical like normal story for a lot of these students. A lot 
of the newcomers in the English-learner cohort from Central America when they 
were very little their parents immigrated into the US – they were raised primarily by 
their grandparents – they maybe went up through first grade third grade sixth grade 
depending on the student – before they start working to help out with the farmer or 
whatever their grandparents to help earn money – then when they get closer to middle 
school age that’s when the gangs start really recruiting and so the family wants to move 
them away from that and so they come across the border by themselves or maybe with 
a sibling to join up with their parents who are really strangers to them […] they may be 
working to try to support the family or to pay for legal fees (p. 7/ll. 9-30).

Here, Arthur Harris takes on the position of an expert, which allows him to construct a 
typecast of the ESL students’ life courses. At the same time, the phrase “stereotypical 
like normal story” indicates that he is aware of this typecast. Thus, it implies both a 
powerful interpretation of the students’ life courses by the speaker, as well as a self-
reflective turn regarding this interpretation.

In his presentation of the ‘typical’ story of students whose geographical origin is 
located in Central America, Mr. Harris distinguishes their life courses from certain 
expectations of the “Normallebenslauf” [‘ordinary life course’, trans. by authors] (Kohli, 

9  “English as a second language”: these are students who are attributed support in the English language. Their first language is mostly 
Spanish, as they have migrated mainly from South and Central America to the USA. The ESL classes at this school are therefore held in both 
languages. 
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1985). Besides others, these imply the norm of being raised by one’s own parents. The 
students’ childhoods are thus constructed as “non-normative childhoods” (Phoenix, 
Howarth, & Philogène, 2017, p. 2.7). A second deviation from the expectations of a 
‘normal’ childhood is the early involvement of children in (part-time) agricultural work, 
which appears to conflict with their school career. The following description continues 
to focus on the vulnerability and need for protection of children and young people. Their 
migration is interpreted as a preventive measure to protect them from being recruited 
by criminal gangs, a danger that seems foreordained when entering adolescence. At 
the same time, these young people face various burdens: the unfamiliar relationship 
with the parents, economic strains and – this is indicated later – the problem that young 
people fail to escape the clutches of ‘multinational’ gangs in the US as well. Thus, in Harris’ 
interpretation, the goal of the migration project is ultimately missed; the young people 
seem to be caught in a vicious circle. They may cross national borders, but they remain 
in a vulnerable position, not least due to their families’ subordinate economic position 
in US society. Thus, Harris’ statement represents a predominantly negative prognosis 
of the transnational educational careers and migration biographies of students, which 
seem to follow a collective trajectory in social space (Bourdieu, 1986/1990, pp. 57-58). 
Thus, there is already a high probability of failure, which points beyond the absence of 
success at school only. Harris sees the reasons for this in the social and institutional 
conditions that make it difficult for young people to successfully participate in the 
education system. He accuses the school and the school district of meeting the students 
and their ‘baggage’ with an attitude of ignorance, by not making available any funds for 
educational programs on the prevention of gang crime and thereby failing to recognize 
the dangerous situations in which young people find themselves.

3.2  Heinrich Böll Community School

In the discussion about diversity with 9th-grade teachers at Heinrich Böll Community 
School, migration is thematized especially with regard to forced migration. The teachers 
deal with forced migration primarily as a risk constellation for the school careers of the 
students. In contrast to Hoover High School, they do not construct a “group biography” 
(Schulze, 1997, p. 176)10; instead, the topic is approached via a single case that is 
presented as an individual’s fate. One of the discussion participants, Ms. Simon, reports 
about a 9th-grade student named Pelin. Her mother migrated from Syria to Germany 
during her pregnancy, and Pelin was then born in Germany. The families in Germany 
and Syria still maintained a close relationship, though.11 Years after her migration to 
Germany, Pelin’s mother died in an attack during a visit in Syria. Due to the ongoing war 
there, Pelin’s aunt recently fled Syria with her children, attempting to get to Germany. 
But while en route, they went missing temporarily, before they “fortunately” (p. 10/l. 1) 
arrived at their destination much later. By re-telling this story, Ms. Simon emphasizes 
the emotional impact of Pelin’s story by saying that everyone in class was touched by 
it and felt with Pelin. She also presents the story in a way that evokes sympathetic 
reactions in the focus group interaction. Yet this empathic approach is contradicted by 
a rather distanced view when she resumes:

10  This term is used to describe a certain mode of generalization, which focuses on similarities with respect to individuals’ positions in social 
space and life conditions, while disregarding the particularity of individual experience (see Schulze, 1997, p. 178).

11  The enduring interpersonal relationships between family members in Syria and in Germany as described here mark an example of social 
interdependencies (Pries, 1996, p. 457) and illustrate transnational dimensions of forced migration.

12  The interview statements were translated by the authors.
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That was a very bad time for Pelin and most of all, she did not learn anything at all in the 
time, so she was like this, away from the class she just could not concentrate anymore 
(p. 10/ll. 5-8).12

Here, Ms. Simon takes on a diagnostic perspective by saying that Pelin “did not learn 
anything at all”. One could say that the attempt at empathy is limited by an exclusively 
institution-centered perspective (see Kade, Nittel, & Seitter, 2007): learning is solely 
understood as “curricular learning” (Schulze, 1993, p. 201). Biographical learning 
processes that might have been highly relevant for the student, but cannot be used 
in school, are not considered. The story of Pelin’s family’s forced migration appears 
from this point of view exclusively as a learning obstacle; a psychological strain that 
temporarily prevents Pelin from successfully participating in school. The focus here is less 
a systematic critique of the circumstances and more an individualized problematization 
of Pelin as a temporary ‘non-learner’.

In terms of the class, however, Pelin’s burden is constructed as a learning occasion. 
For example, Ms. Simon talks about a newspaper article that was published about 
Pelin’s story, which she “read out in tears” (p. 9/ll. 24-25) in the classroom and which, 
according to Ms. Simon, “got under your skin” (p. 9/ll. 24-25). She thus emphasizes the 
potential for empathic learning through the confrontation with Pelin’s experiences:

Everyone can suddenly empathize with Pelin, even though it’s completely apart from 
their own living situation, [because] these are things that don’t happen to someone 
living in Germany because he does not have any social contacts in these countries (p. 
10/ll. 8-12).

Including the student’s experiences in the curriculum is here constructed as an 
opportunity to discover foreign worlds. Pelin’s classmates, who are implicitly 
ascribed a “rootedness” in Germany, are denied any connections to “these countries”. 
Complementary to this, Pelin’s biographical ties with ‘Germany’ (see also Mecheril, 2003, 
p. 218) are made invisible, and her biography is reduced to family experiences of forced 
migration. While Ms. Simon constructs forced migration as a burden on individual 
educational careers, as well as a potential for social learning processes, her colleague, 
Mr. Kurz, emphasizes the burden and the demands that the reality of forced migration 
creates for teaching:

Sometimes one is – really at one’s limit, you do not know how, how you should now treat 
the refugees in the classroom and how you can communicate with them, that’s also 
quite difficult, at times they are here and then they are gone, there are a lot, quite a lot 
of question marks. (p. 9/ll. 8-13)

Mr. Kurz positions himself as the victim of an uncertain situation, in which he feels “left 
alone”. Teaching refugee students primarily means, in his view, working under difficult 
conditions. With the phrase “at times they are there and then they are gone”, the problem 
of discontinuous attendance is completely detached from the students’ precarious 
residence status. Instead, it appears as a sign of an ‘unreliability’ of the students 
concerned. The statement therefore expresses a maximum distance from the situation of 
the adolescents. Moreover, the question of an appropriate pedagogical accompaniment 
of refugee students is masked by the thematization of the speaker’s own suffering.

12  The interview statements were translated by the authors.
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4 Comparative considerations

The outlined statements represent varying professional perspectives on transnational 
education paths and biographies in the context of (forced) migration. In a first attempt, 
they can be systematized in the following dimensions, across both group discussions.

• First, the analysis points to the tension between subject-oriented 
and institution- or school-centered constructions of students’ learning 
biographies (for this distinction see Kade, Nittel, & Seitter, 2007). While 
the first perspective focuses on learning processes by referring to the 
individual’s viewpoint, the latter take institutional norms (for example of 
uninterrupted curricular learning) as their primary point of reference. 
Thus, they produce normative perspectives on transnational biographies 
in the context of forced migration, which are associated with different 
attributes and assessments. As the example of Ms. Simon has shown, 
both perspectives can be present simultaneously in an individual teacher’s 
positioning.

• A second dimension is the kind of knowledge about the students’ living 
situations and their biographies to which the teachers refer. Their 
statements range between focusing on collective problems and social 
inequalities and looking at the figuration of individual experiences. While the 
former variant represents a typifying knowledge construction, the latter 
more closely follows the individual’s particular biographical experience.

• Thirdly, the professional self-positionings of teachers are located in a 
spectrum between integrating knowledge about the living conditions and 
experiences of students into teaching and supervising educational paths 
on the one hand, and excluding/ignoring such knowledge on the other. 
This is accompanied by different degrees of proximity and distance to 
the students’ biographies and experiences and to different concepts of 
professional responsibility.

The outlined dimensions are not limited to the topic of students’ transnational 
biographies in particular. They rather point to more general tensions, which in the 
German-speaking debate are referred to as antinomies (“Antinomien”, Helsper, 2008) 
or paradoxes (“Paradoxien”, Schütze, 2000) of pedagogical professionalism. Yet, 
these antinomies take on a specific shape when transnational education paths and 
biographies are taken into consideration. 

In our view, the teachers’ constructions and positionings should neither be 
interpreted simply as an expression of differences between national education 
systems (especially as they are not consistent within the focus groups), nor are they 
purely coincidental. They can rather be contextualized by including other findings of 
our research project which were already mentioned in the beginning. Here, we can 
only indicate a few:

Firstly, the teachers’ views and positionings are entangled in individual school cultures 
(Helsper, 2008)13. In our project, we examined the schools’ profiles on their websites, 
conducted interviews with the managing staff and observed classroom interaction. Our 
analyses show that the respective schools relate in different ways to the reality of a 
migration society14. Hoover High School, for example, affirmatively refers to diversity in its 

13  School cultures are neither uniform nor rigid in themselves but should rather be regarded as contested and alterable (see Helsper, 2008; 
Altrichter, 2010). 

14   For a comparative perspective on school cultures with regard to transnationalization, see Hummrich (2018).
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school profile and has a committed principal who advocates a racism-critical orientation 
in the school. While this orientation may not be surprising, given the comparatively 
long tradition of anti-discrimination in the US context, this commitment to diversity and 
anti-discrimination is not nearly as prominent in other schools. In Heinrich Böll School, 
on the other hand, there is hardly any vision with respect to diversity and discrimination 
whatsoever. This becomes visible not only in the school profile but also in the principal’s 
merely administrative view on socioeconomic and linguistic differences among students 
which mainly receive attention when they interfere with organizational routines. This 
administrative approach towards societal relations of difference contributes to a school 
culture in which teachers tend to experience themselves as ‘lone fighters’ who are left 
at the mercy of change through migration (and other forms of diversification).

In addition, the differences we find in teachers’ perspectives on students’ transnational 
biographies within the same school point to the potential relevance of the teachers’ 
professional functions in their respective schools. In our data material, self-positionings 
as ‘advocates’ of marginalized students become visible especially among ESL/DaZ15 
teachers. These teachers occupy an inferior position in the school’s institutional (power) 
structures: they are often regarded as experts to whom the processing of ‘non-normative’ 
educational biographies is delegated. Therefore, the teachers’ self-positionings point to 
institutional power relations which create distinct spaces for professional self-concepts. 

Further questions relate to how teachers’ personal experiences in migration society 
affect their professional self-positionings. The focus groups show that reflective 
attitudes towards conditions of white privilege and racist discrimination are not 
necessarily linked to personal experiences of racism. However, they suggest that some 
self-positionings require the privilege of not being affected by racism. In this context, 
professional communities that provide a space for biographical learning can be a 
particularly important resource for reflecting on individual and collective experiences 
of (dis-)advantage in their different dimensions. 

Although the analysis makes clear that teachers’ positionings in Hoover High 
School on the one hand, and Heinrich Böll School on the other, are far from being 
homogenous, the data material does indicate that distinct traditions and policies of 
anti-discrimination in Germany and the US are important for teachers’ perspectives 
on migration: Interpretations that highlight systemic integration deficits of school, 
structural disadvantages of certain groups of students (instead of the students’ lack of 
‘fit’) and systemic solutions are much more strongly reflected in our data material from 
the US schools. At the same time, it is noticeable that these interpretations are not 
shared by all teachers in the schools we examined. 

5 Conclusion and outlook

Analyzing the focus groups, it can be stated that teachers in migration societies refer to 
different kinds of knowledge in their constructions of transnational biographies in the 
context of (forced) migration. At the same time, they generate and reproduce certain 
ideas of individual and collective biographies.

As shown, ideas of ‘successful’ and ‘failing’ (individual) educational paths are made 
visible and collectivized, which are linked to the expectation of biographical norms 
such as, for example, the idea of a sheltered upbringing. At the same time, they are 
linked to nation-state-centered interpretations, which become visible, for example, 

15  German as a second language (“Deutsch als Zweitsprache”); the provision and organization of DaZ courses varies between schools. During 
our research, one of the schools we visited provided DaZ in separate classes on different levels for newly arrived migrant students. The 
other school offered no DaZ classes at all at this time.
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in the expectation of uninterrupted educational paths and distinct national-cultural 
belongings. Thus, both focus groups point to the institutionalized nation-state order of 
school from which transnational biographies are seen as a deviation from the ‘ordinary 
life course’, as Kohli (1985) calls it. As long as the transnationalization of biographies 
and educational paths is not taken into account, these will almost inevitably be seen 
as a deviation from the norm and as deficient (see Chamakalayil & Riegel, 2016). 
Nonetheless, teachers position themselves in different ways in relation to the nation-
state order of the school: students’ education paths and their experiences of (forced) 
migration can be met with insecurities and defiance, but also with commitment.16 

The teachers’ self-positionings have to be analyzed in their respective social contexts. 
Our analyses reveal that local school cultures, different societal traditions of anti-
discrimination as well as the professional function of teachers and their status in the 
institutional power structure form relevant contexts which must be equally taken into 
account. 

For further research on pedagogical professionalism in migration societies, it 
seems vital to analyze the impact different kinds of knowledge and nescience have 
on the ‘production’ of learners’ transnational biographies, on the pedagogical action 
taken towards them, and on experiences of difference and belonging in schools. From 
a perspective critical towards discrimination, it seems highly problematic to exclude 
knowledge and disregard experiences of (forced) migration and transnational social 
spaces. Yet it has to be considered that the reference to and use of biographical 
knowledge in institutions is also highly ambivalent (see Dausien & Hanses, 2017). In 
the case of schools, this includes the emancipatory potential of irritating institution-
centered perspectives on students’ biographies (see also Dabach & Fones, 2016) and 
carries the danger of occupying and/or instrumentalizing individuals’ experiences 
pedagogically – which can be hurtful especially regarding explicitly vulnerable students 
in the context of (forced) migration. To what extent the use of biographical knowledge 
can consolidate or unsettle power relations in schools and pedagogical interactions 
thus depends on who refers to ‘biography’, in what way and which situation, and how 
this knowledge is deployed (see Schwendowius & Thoma, 2016). 
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Abstract

This chapter introduces a study on normative and enacted meanings of solidarity 
in schools with a distinct European ethos in Germany (Schola Europaea and 
Europaschulen). The study takes a transnational turn in three ways: empirically, 
theoretically, and methodologically. First, the study’s threefold empirical area of 
interest (solidarity, mobilities and education) makes a synergic transnational turn. 
Second, I argue that a new concept of transnationally-embedded young people 
and cross-fertilization between sociological, anthropological and comparative 
education insights contribute to novel theorizations in the field. Third, I illustrate 
how the study’s design avoids national container-logic and promotes a 
transnational methodological approach that considers different organizational 
modes of schooling (national and supranational) and different positions in the 
education opportunity structure (more and less privileged). All three strategies, I 
conclude, give a richer account of transnational dynamics in education and may 
contribute to transnationalizing education research. 

1 Introduction

Many commentators observing our contemporary moment agree that we are living 
in an age marked by transnational movements and flows. Diversity itself is becoming 
diversified in what some have called “super-diversity” (Vertovec, 2007) or “hyper-
diversity” (Kraftl, Bolt, & Van Kempen, 2018). Social heterogeneities are increasingly 
unbound from nation-state contexts (Basch, Glick Schiller, & Szanton-Blanc, 1994) and 
are intricately structured by transnational practices (Faist, 2014). The transnational, 
as conceptualized in recent scholarship, is as plural, manifold, and full of (seeming) 
contradictions as the web of experiences, relationships, and structures that it produces 
and reflects (Levitt & de la Dehesa, 2017; Soysal, 2015). The border-crossings involved 
are not merely singular or unidirectional (from A to B), nor just about the ethno-cultural, 
geographical or political spheres. They are simultaneously plural and cyclical, take 
place across time and space and involve real and imagined, material and immaterial, 
socioeconomic and technological/digital boundaries (to name only a few). Moreover, 
they produce disconnections, ruptures, and incoherencies that traditional approaches 
have trouble coming to terms with. 

It is, therefore, not sufficient to examine transnationalism as empirical occurrence 
– that is, what has been called empirical transnationalism, but also to make different 
methodological and conceptual choices in the way we conceive, design and conduct 
research on the transnational(izing) changes observed in the empirical world – 
namely, theoretical and methodological transnationalism (Levitt & Khagram, 2008). 
In other words, by looking at empirically transnational practices with transnational 
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methodological and conceptual lenses, we not only research the transnational but our 
research itself becomes transnationalized. The transnational is not only a matter of 
empirical concern but, at the same time, a matter of perspective (Carnicer & Fürstenau, 
2019, p. 387). A variety of research strategies are appropriate, among which are: 
designing multi-sited, vertical case studies that do not merely compare countries 
or education systems (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2016); focusing on “situated practices” (see 
Knutsson & Lindberg, 2017) rather than on policies and their implementation in, or 
travelling among, national contexts; and a deep engagement with self-reflexivity of our 
research practice.1 

In this chapter I introduce a research study2 that employs such a transnational 
approach and I discuss three ways in which it contributes to education research 
‘going transnational’. Through its focus on the making of solidarities in different(ly) 
transnational schooling settings the study contributes empirically to three, often 
separated, debates on solidarity, education and mobility – all set within a transnational 
constellation. Its research questions are (1) how do different transnationally-
oriented schools position themselves vis-à-vis solidarity? (2) how are their normative 
understandings of solidarity enacted in the everyday experiences and interactions of 
students and staff at these schools? The study answers these questions by drawing 
on data collected in schools officially promoting a transnational (beyond-the-national 
– in this case, European) ethos; the Schola Europaea, and Europaschulen in Germany. 
The focus is not only on their interculturally enhanced or supranationally anchored 
curricula, textbooks, or extracurricular programs but also on the everyday protagonists, 
practices, and interactions among them which, given various histories of trans-border 
mobilities, can be characterized as transnationally located. The school settings under 
scrutiny are, therefore, considered to be reflective of empirical transnationalism. Data 
interpretation is grounded in policy analysis, textbook and curriculum analysis, focused 
ethnographic fieldwork consisting of classroom observations, and interviews with 
teachers and pupils. 

Theoretically, I draw upon, but also rethink and expand on, previous work on 
“transnational educational spaces” in pre-university education which has so far 
considered international IB schools, UNESCO-project schools, or German schools 
abroad (Hornberg, 2010; Keßler, 2020; Szakács-Behling, Bock, Keßler, Macgilchrist, 
& Spielhaus, 2021). Through the study’s design and approach, I respond to long 
overdue calls for overcoming methodological nationalism, statism and educationism 
in education research (Robertson & Dale, 2008). For example, through choice of data 
collection sites (that is, schools with a European ethos in a single country but organized 
nationally or supranationally and attended by ethno-culturally and socioeconomically 
diverse school publics) the study does not consider nations or education systems as 
default categories of analysis but allows these, instead, to become relevant during the 
research process as categories of practice (see Brubaker & Cooper, 2000). Different 
dynamics (for example, national, transnational, supranational, local) can be revealed 
in this way during (and not before) the research process. Furthermore, to allow for an 
overcoming of the transnationally-mobile (qua privileged) vs. migration-background 
(qua disadvantaged) dichotomy and offer a more nuanced account of transnational 
dynamics in education (see Pfaff, 2018), the study includes schools that despite sharing 
a similar (European) ethos, are variously positioned in the uneven fabric of schooling 
through accessibility criteria, public/private status, fees, prestige and clientele. 

1  For a detailed discussion of applying these strategies in a study of global citizenship education in German schools abroad, see 
Keßler & Szakács-Behling (2020).

2  The study runs between 2019 and 2021 and is funded by the Deutsche Forschungsgemeinschaft (DFG, German Research Founda-
tion), project number 396205389. The chapter lays out the premises and design of the study. Empirical findings will be published 
as data become available and are interpreted from 2021 onward.
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In the following sections, I present the nuts and bolts of this study and show how 
it takes a transnational turn in three ways, through its: (1) threefold empirical area of 
interest; (2) transgressive conceptual backbone; and (3) novel methodological approach.

2  Threefold empirical field: solidarity, mobilities and education in 
transnational contexts

Research on solidarity, mobilities and education has been gaining attention in the context 
of increased cross-border youth mobilization (see Fridays for Future) with the concomitant 
realization that existing approaches to these issues have too often failed to look beyond 
the national framework. New attempts to account for the various transnational(izing) 
contexts in which solidarities, mobilities, and education play out are currently underway, 
illustrating the ways in which efforts to account for empirical transnationalism have 
touched these areas of study. However, despite increased recognition of transnational 
aspects in all three areas of study, they remain overwhelmingly approached either 
alone or in tandems of two and are often anchored in a national container-logic that 
misses key opportunities to understand their interconnections in multiple transnational 
constellations. In this section I discuss how each separate area of empirical interest 
made a move towards a transnational approach and argue for the necessity to do so in 
a synergic, threefold fashion.

Let us start with ‘solidarity’: from Durkheim’s approach defining it as the glue keeping 
(national) societies together, to Marxist views prioritizing class, gender and race, 
solidarity has had a long tradition in sociological thought (Bayertz, 1999; Stjernø, 2005). 
Contemporary interest in solidarity increasingly accounts for transnational contexts and 
enlarges the basis of solidarity; in other words, the imagined community over which the 
feelings and acts of solidarity are considered to be stretching – comprising not only 
co-nationals but also fellow humans or those sharing a similar fate, enemy, feeling of 
belonging, identity, and suchlike. Forms of solidarity beyond or alongside the national 
community have been discussed in terms of global solidarity (Brunkhorst, 2005), 
transnational solidarity (Gould, 2007), European solidarity (Gerhards, Lengfeld, Ignácz, 
Kley, & Priem, 2018; Sangiovanni, 2013), inclusive solidarity (Kymlicka, 2015), feminist 
solidarity (Dean, 1996), as well as transnational social movements, mobilizations and 
networks (Bieler, 2014; Hatzky & Stites Mor, 2014).

At the meeting point between these transnational movements and ‘solidarity’, 
however, there is little attention paid to ‘education’. Although seeing solidarity as a 
multifaceted and contested notion in today’s globalizing world (Nowicka, Krzyżowski, 
& Ohm, 2019; Wallaschek, 2019), most current work on transnational solidarities 
– understood here as acts or discourses of solidarity with others beyond national/
cultural borders and thus involving, or not, actual mobility – omits crucial questions 
regarding the normative production, transmission and uses of solidarity particularly in 
key socializing contexts (in this case, schools). 

At the meeting point between ‘solidarity’ and ‘education’ an empirical preoccupation 
with transnational movements has appeared but is far from having ‘gone trans’ 
methodologically, as the national framework remains dominant even when trans-
migrant populations are in focus. While classical sociology emphasized the functional 
role of the school in building an (at the time) nationally-bound form of social cohesion 
(Durkheim, 1922/1956), contemporary education research has turned to more globally-
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oriented questions of solidarity with the rise of multicultural/intercultural paradigms 
and ideas of global citizenship. Education policies, programs, or curricula promoting 
a sense of cohesion above or below (ethno-cultural or national) borders have been 
explored in various national contexts in connection with citizenship education (Osler & 
Starkey, 2005; Soysal & Szakács, 2010), history teaching (Han, 2007; Philippou, 2007) or 
language learning (Kinginger, 2000; Méndez & García, 2012). Research on the schooling 
of minority or migrant groups is often concerned with how different cultures relate 
to dominantly monoculturally imagined national societies (Johansson & Berthelsen, 
2012; Sleeter & Soriano, 2012; Szalai, 2011). Beyond static understandings of (national) 
cultures, the education of trans-migrant youth has been receiving attention with 
the appearance of novel notions of ‘mobile’, ‘migrant’ or ‘transnational’ childhoods 
(Fresnoza-Flot & Nagasaka, 2015; Laoire, Carpena-Méndez, Tyrrell, & White, 2011) 
coupled with an increasing recognition of transnational(izing) practices of children 
who may not migrate at all but benefit from locally orchestrated “transnational human 
capital” (Gerhards, Hans, & Carlson, 2017). With few exceptions – for instance, Savvides 
(2008) – these approaches scarcely address constructions of solidarity in and through 
transnationally-oriented forms of schooling whose very mission could be considered 
to orient towards transnational forms of solidarity. A bridge between work focusing on 
individuals and work focusing on institutions or organizations has yet to be built.

Finally, research bringing ‘education’ and ‘mobility’ together does not engage with 
‘solidarity’ and remains inadvertently split into studies focused on either elite or non-
elite youth (Pfaff, 2018). The education of highly mobile, privileged youth is mostly 
approached in research on international education which mainly focuses on international-
mindedness and cosmopolitan imaginations (Hayden, Rancic, & Thompson, 2014; 
Kenway & Fahey, 2014). More recent work recognizes power relations, the complexity of 
international schooling forms and clienteles, or elite reproduction patterns in various 
public/private, local, national/transnational constellations (Gardner-McTaggart, 2016; 
Maxwell, Deppe, Krüger, & Helsper, 2018; Waters & Brooks, 2011). Contrastingly, research 
on the education of non-privileged young people focuses on identities, multilingualism, 
inequalities or achievement gaps of first- or second-generation migrants understood 
most often in a framework of stasis rather than movement. Aspects discussed here are 
not ‘mobility’ as source of capital but ‘migration background’ as immutable source of 
disadvantage in particular national locations. Diversity resulting from transnational 
connections is explored in relation to challenges of integration rather than asset or 
resource (Adams & Kirova, 2011; Becker, 2011; Bravo‐Moreno, 2009). A vocabulary split 
reflects this state of affairs: the positively connoted ‘mobility’ terminology is used largely 
in research on privileged youth whereas the negatively connoted ‘migration’ topos in 
research on underprivileged youth, despite the fact that, mutatis mutandis, both are 
meant to evoke a similar condition – that is, of being on the move, between here and 
there (or neither here nor there), crossing different types of (for instance geographic or 
discursive) boundaries.

But if transnational movements, multilingualism and trans-migrant experiences 
can be conceived of as advantageous beyond social class divides as implied by some 
studies (de Mejía, 2002; Küppers, Pusch, & Uyan-Semerci, 2016) and if transnationalizing 
ethoses (such as association with ‘Europe’ or ‘the globe’) are increasingly promoted in 
both socioeconomically privileged and underprivileged schooling contexts (see Szakács, 
2018), it appears timely to ask how young people across various socioeconomic strata 
are formally exposed to, and engage with, educational ideals, values and norms that 
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may or may not be transnationally circulating, legitimated, or framed. Solidarity is one 
such value that has both a cohesive and a polarizing potential across and within borders. 
Focusing on it enables us to re-imagine cross-border mobilizations in the momentarily 
shaky European and global political climate, in which solidarity rhetoric seems to serve 
rather exclusionary and populist goals. 

The pedagogical significance of solidarity therefore lies not only in how future 
society is imagined and constructed but also in how various, more or less cosmopolitan 
socialities (Glick Schiller, 2016) are forged, and how the “commonality grounds” upon 
which groups are formed are shaped in and through schooling. The school is not only 
a site where solidarities are imagined, but also where they are exercised, contested, 
made and remade. Inclusion and exclusion patterns emerge in educational contexts. 
The broader questions of “solidarity with whom” and “for what reasons” reflect key 
political and ethical issues such as recognition and redistribution, welfare provision 
and social justice (Kymlicka, 2015) and are thus key for understanding youth political 
socialization in formative school years.

3  Conceptual transgressions: “transnationally-embedded youth” 
and re-imagined “transnational educational spaces” 

In order to also make a theoretical shift towards a transnational approach, I propose 
several conceptual transgressions. The first transgression is a shift in vocabulary. 
As argued above, we are lacking not only research to better understand how ‘the 
transnational’ is lived, practiced, and understood in variously (that is, higher- and lower-) 
privileged schooling contexts but also the terminology to push such research forward. 
I propose a term that captures mobility and migration arguments under one roof and 
enables accounting for more and less privileged milieus concomitantly: instead of 
referring to “mobile-youth”, “migrant-youth” or the more general “transnational youth” 
(Tanu, 2018, p. 21)3, I suggest the term transnationally-embedded youth to refer to young 
people across socioeconomic strata who live in “transnational social spaces” (Faist, 1998) 
consisting of a variety of connections, networks, and symbolic universes across national 
borders. This term not only allows us to go beyond unhelpful elite/non-elite dichotomies 
in current research (see also Pfaff, 2018), but also beyond the aporia of transnationality 
itself: although borne out of the sociology of migration involving the physical crossing of 
borders, transnationally-embedded acknowledges that transnationality may not always 
involve physical movement across countries but also cultural embedding in a symbolic 
universe characterized by various transnational connections. 

The second transgression is a cross-fertilization between disciplines utilizing different 
conceptual tools and approaches to make sense of transnational dynamics in education. 
A key concept in the field is that of “transnational educational spaces” as first outlined 
by Adick (2005) and systematically developed by Hornberg (2010, 2014). These authors 
use it exclusively in relation to educational organizations that function privately, alongside 
and/or beyond national systems of education, such as the International Baccalaureate 
Organization. But by explicitly paralleling the notion of “transnational soci(et)al spaces” 
from Faist (1998) and Pries (2008, p. 2), the concept of “transnational educational spaces” 
implies, however, not only organizational structures, but also border-transcending 
practices, symbols and artefacts (Adick, 2018, p. 126) – an aspect firmly grounded in the 
everyday of schooling which has not been empirically explored from this perspective so far.

3  Although sensibly used to replace the problematic “third culture kids”, “transnational youth” in Tanu’s understanding carries 
with it the idea of privileged “serial migration” (Ossman 2013, as cited in Tanu, 2018, p. 31).
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The concept has been taken up in several studies focusing on various educational 
organizational structures (most notably used by Hornberg, 2010) but also increasingly 
exploring educational trajectories between different countries and individual 
transnational biographies (Carnicer, 2018; Keßler, Kotzyba, & Schippling, 2018; Putjata, 
2019). While the ways in which these studies use this concept differ widely by accounting 
either for transnationalism ‘from below’ or transnationalism ‘from above’ (Küppers et al., 
2016), I maintain that the notion of ‘transnational educational spaces’ is well suited to 
explore both official discourses and everyday practices in schools that programmatically 
offer alternatives to a monocultural, mono-national, and monolingual ethos, such as – 
in the case of this study, Schola Europaea and Europaschulen. 

The reasons are multiple and span both organizational- and individual-level aspects. 
In contrast to mainstream schools which, despite their various diversities, exhibit what 
has been termed a “monolingual habitus” (Gogolin, 1997, trans. by author), Europe-
oriented schools explicitly address the cultural and linguistic diversity of their pupils by 
embedding a European dimension into their organizational and institutional structures 
(for example, providing a bi- or multilingual set-up via language sections or partner 
languages), curriculum and ethos (such as celebrating ethno-cultural diversity in special 
courses of study or extracurricular activities). The European dimension is manifested in 
the Schola Europaea curriculum through special courses such as the ‘European hours’ 
and the fact that the syllabi for all disciplines have to be supranationally agreed upon 
by all EU member states, thus going above national prescriptions into what could 
be called a lowest common denominator of requirements. In the Europaschulen this 
dimension is manifested through an interculturally enhanced curriculum, Europe-wide 
school exchanges and travel abroad activities. Such strategies involve the accumulation 
of what has been called “transnational human capital” (Gerhards et al., 2017). 
Furthermore, at the level of qualifications, many Europe-oriented schools also offer 
internationally accepted diplomas which promise (at least in theory) transnationally 
mobile futures for the graduates. They enroll ethno-culturally diverse students and 
employ staff who are often trained in national education systems different from 
those in which they teach.4 Finally, the financial set-up sometimes transcends state/
non-state, public/private domains, an aspect which has been considered as a defining 
element of transnational organizational structures (Adick, 2018; Hornberg, 2010): 
for example, some of the courses of study and/or degrees offered must be paid for 
privately (like DELF/DALF certificates in Europaschulen, the European Baccalaureate 
examination in the Schola Europaea, registration for category 2 and 3 students in the 
Schola Europaea, accreditation procedures for private Schola Europaea establishments, 
among others). These schools – which I refer to as Europe-oriented – can therefore be 
expected to exhibit long-term, regular and intense circulation of artefacts, practices, 
and symbols that are transnational – that is, that are located between or alongside 
different educational systems and national frameworks and fit, at least theoretically, 
the definition of “transnational educational spaces” offered by Hornberg (2010). 

Beyond adding Europe-oriented schools as sites for empirically exploring 
transnational educational spaces both ‘from below’ (individuals’ life-worlds) and ‘from 
above’ (organizational structure, explicit ethos), I argue that two further impulses should 
be brought to this growing literature: (1) neo-institutional theorizing in its sociological 
variant (Schofer, Hironaka, Frank, & Longhofer, 2012) and (2) anthropological traditions 
of comparative education (Anderson-Levitt, 2003). While neo-institutional ideas such 
as ‘transnational convergences’ were from the beginning part of theorizations of 

4 Teaching in a language section/partner language may require teachers to be native speakers of that language.
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transnational educational spaces, I find other notions from this literature equally useful 
in further developing this concept: ‘scripts’, understood as blueprints of legitimate action 
diffused worldwide (Meyer & Ramirez, 2000); ‘norm entrepreneurs’ or ‘disinterested 
Others’ (Meyer, 2010) understood as the organizational or individual carriers of these 
blueprints; and ‘embeddedness’, pointing to the wider cultural environment which both 
contains and constitutes these actors (Meyer & Jepperson, 2000). The latter informs 
what I referred to as transnationally-embedded young people who can be seen not 
only as agentic individuals engaged in cross-border activities but also as constructed 
subjectivities. Their ‘transnational’ actions are not always exclusively derived from, 
or resulting in, transnational connections, but often also culturally ‘scripted’ to fit a 
blueprint of what ‘transnationality’ stands for in the various educational contexts they 
inhabit. 

Anthropological work is a second necessary cross-fertilization as it reveals the 
paradoxes of local contextualizations that cannot be grasped with an exclusive focus 
on officially endorsed educational aims, policies or contents which are the purview of 
neo-institutional scholarship. But, while better equipped to account for local situations, 
this work tends to regard the transnational as mere background to the processes 
observed rather than as co-constitutive of them as in the line of neo-institutional 
scholarship. The patterned relationship of micro-level dynamics to the wider cultural 
contexts in which schools are embedded is often left out. By investigating how actors 
play out legitimate scripts of ‘transnationality’ and ‘Europeanism’ in everyday school 
practices and interactions, the study addresses this gap in anthropological work and 
concomitantly responds to common criticisms of neo-institutional scholarship that 
it neglects in-depth examination of local contexts in favor of macro-structures and 
policies (Schriewer, 2012). 

In conclusion, the study introduced here re-imagines current conceptualizations of 
‘transnational educational spaces’ in education sciences by drawing on sociological and 
anthropological approaches from the field of globalization of education, and argues for 
increased attention to the micro-dynamics of everyday school practices to complement 
current foci on structural and organizational levels.

4  Methodological approach: beyond container-logic in education 
research

Returning to the argument laid out in the introduction according to which research 
itself should be transnationalized with the help of various strategies, I now focus on how 
education research may continue to ‘go transnational’ in a methodological sense. One 
way to move this agenda forward is to turn away from conceptualizing location in the 
geographic nation-state sense and instead to consider organizational and opportunity 
structures as contrasting lenses for the cases examined. Rather than taking countries as 
units of comparison in what many have called a container-logic (Bartlett & Vavrus, 2016), 
I suggest investigating several types of schools illustrating a variety of transnational 
dynamics in education to be a more fruitful strategy of case selection. In the study 
presented here, these different types of schools are Schola Europaea, Accredited Schola 
Europaea, and Europaschulen in Germany. 

Originally founded in the early 1950s to provide public schooling in their mother 
tongues for the children of European bureaucrats who move countries for work, 



229 Simona Szakács-Behling | Understanding solidarity in differently (trans)national settings: a study of Europe-oriented schools in Germany

the Schola Europaea (SE) schools are established, organized, and financed through 
a supranational central body (the Office of the Secretary-General of the European 
Schools based in Brussels), and are intergovernmentally controlled by EU member 
states. Currently there are 13 SE schools in six European countries enrolling 27,176 
students (Schola Europaea, 2018). Their students fall under three categories, depending 
on entitlement to a place and fee-paying status, with the children of EU institutions’ 
employees (category 1 students) benefitting from automatic admittance and free-of 
charge multilingual education. Their curriculum is agreed among all EU member states 
and can be characterized as a supranational curriculum. At the end of the 12-year course 
of study, students obtain an internationally acknowledged, academically-oriented and 
prestigious European Baccalaureate (EB) qualification.

With the expansion of the EU, the Schola Europaea system opened up in 2005 to include 
a new form of schooling known as Accredited Schola Europaea (ASE). Although subject 
to a supranational accreditation procedure allowing them to teach the same multi-
language European curriculum and offer the same EB qualifications as the original SEs, 
these schools are nationally organized. Their legal form ranges from public to private 
(fee-paying) schools. There are currently 18 such schools and 3 schools in the process 
of accreditation enrolling 9,829 students (Schola Europaea, 2020), with numbers having 
almost doubled with the accreditation of eight more schools in the past five years 
alone. By appealing to new school clienteles, namely local and international economic 
elites, alongside the more traditional school publics of the SEs (comprising political 
European elites), the ASEs bring together different ‘logics of operation’ within the SE 
system. Studying these two forms of (older and newer) European schooling together 
enables compelling insights into how European solidarities are enacted in a privileged 
setting along axes of political/economic, public/private, and national/supranational 
differences. 

The Europaschulen, in contrast, are free-of-charge, nationally organized, public schools 
sharing a similar European ethos. Following different accreditation procedures in each 
decentralized German federal state, the state-run Europaschulen place a premium on 
the European dimension in terms of interculturality, bilingualism, cultural diversity and 
social cohesion across linguistic groups (Meier, 2012). They make it their mission to 
“prepare students for a life in the common European home”.5 Their ethos of Europeanism 
however differs from that of the Schola Europaea in that it emphasizes interculturality as 
a requirement of side-by-side ‘living together’ rather than promoting the emergence of 
a supranational form of identity. At the beginning of 2020 there were at least 639 such 
schools in Germany, with numbers rising each year, and unequal distribution across 
federal states.6 Unlike the Schola Europaea, they are open to all, regardless of parents’ 
profession or social position; their access policies are, thus, arguably less selective 
than (A)SEs. Although most Europaschulen are Gymnasien, in other words academically 
selective secondary schools which structurally advantage middle-class pupils (Seyler, 
2013), they also include schools, such as Hauptschulen, Realschulen or Gesamtschulen, 
more frequently attended by pupils from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (Becker, 
2011). 

The study covers these three forms of schooling and organizes them along two 
contrasting dimensions: mode of organization (supranational and national) and position 
in the opportunity structure (higher and lower). 

5  According to the website of the Federal Network of Europaschulen http://www.bundesnetzwerk-europaschule.de (accessed April 
2020). 

6  Information from http://www.bundesnetzwerk-europaschule.de/europaschulen.html (retrieved January 2020); it covers Europas-
chulen only from states where the number is known (13 out of 16 federal states).

http://www.bundesnetzwerk-europaschule.de/index.php/start.html
http://www.bundesnetzwerk-europaschule.de/europaschulen.html
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• The first dimension involves an ‘old’ and a ‘new’ school from the Schola 
Europaea network: a classic and an Accredited Schola Europaea. They 
both share a European ethos through their curriculum, multilingual 
set-up and qualifications and are located in a privileged position in the 
various opportunity structures in which they are embedded. They differ 
in terms of mode of organization: the first is supranationally, whereas the 
second one is nationally, organized, financed and managed.

• The second dimension involves the Accredited Schola Europaea and 
a Hauptschule or Haupt- and Realschule (or equivalent, such as the 
Gesamtschule) with Europaschule certification. Both are nationally 
organized but differ in terms of their position in the opportunity structure 
of the German (and European) education system, one being more and 
the other less privileged.

Figure 1:  Schools with European ethos in Germany, along dimensions of contrast and 
similarity
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5 Conclusion

In this chapter I showed how a research study into a topical theme in today’s hyper-
diverse world (namely, solidarity in a European context) makes a transnational move 
in three interrelated ways: empirically, theoretically and methodologically. First, I 
took stock of recent developments in three areas of interest (solidarity, mobility, and 
education) and argued that an empirical focus located at the confluence of all three 
areas (rather than on tandems of two) is necessary to better understand the everyday 
shapes and institutional sources of solidarity among young people particularly in today’s 
transnationalizing moment. Second, I argued for two conceptual transgressions: (1) a 
new terminology – “transnationally-embedded youth” – to overcome the ‘mobility’ vs. 
‘migration’ conundrum casting current debates into an unproductive elite vs. non-elite 

Dimension 2
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dichotomy (in line with Pfaff, 2018); and (2) a cross-fertilization between disciplines to 
enrich current conceptualizations of “transnational educational spaces” (Adick, 2018; 
Hornberg, 2010) with insights from sociology and anthropology that acknowledge 
both the social constructedness of ‘transnationality’ and its situatedness in micro-level 
interactions observable in everyday school practices. Finally, I exemplified how this 
study furthers a methodologically transnational approach through its non-nationally-
bound research design comparing schools with a European ethos in a single country 
along different modes of organization (supranational and national) and positions in 
the opportunity structure (privileged and less privileged). This case selection offers 
opportunities for understanding transnational(izing) school dynamics beyond an 
elite/non-elite dichotomy and overcomes the container-logic that privileges national 
categories as default analytical axes of comparison. Instead, it allows ‘the national’ as a 
category of practice to emerge as relevant (or not) during the empirical analysis.

It is hard to say what the empirical findings of this study will bring as the data 
collection is still ongoing. What emerges from an initial appraisal of the official-discourse 
level data (curricula, textbooks, and school websites) is that the programmatic contents 
offered to students in Europe-oriented schools hardly match the meanings and scales 
of solidarity mobilized in the public sphere. Instead of a European, intergovernmental 
sense of solidarity in political or cultural terms, as seen in the dominant portrayal of 
the refugee crisis in German media (see Wallaschek, 2019), the explicit contents of the 
Schola Europaea curriculum echo a universalizing type of solidarity engaging religious 
and ethical values of humanity, charitable action, and tolerance rather than a specifically 
‘European’ sense of solidarity that would privilege ‘European’ values, people, or events. 
Debates speaking more to everyday European realities than to abstract, universalizing 
ideals are more likely to occur, if at all, in the non-prescribed or extracurricular activities 
which will be part of the second step of the analysis of school-level practices in this study. 
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Abstract

There has been turmoil in the Turkish educational system due to the rapidly 
increasing number of refugee children since the war broke out in Syria in 2011. 
This study is an action research on the collaborative in-service training course 
of the Turkish Ministry of National Education and UNICEF for the teachers of 
refugee students, which has been conducted for nearly three years throughout 
the country. Within the scope of this research, the in-service training course 
programme was criticised and depending on the critiques, an alternative 
programme was prepared, implemented and its results evaluated. 
The action research process is based on the idea that teacher agency is of 
primary importance at schools especially when there are incipient problems, 
such as enrolment of great numbers of refugee students in public schools. 
Therefore, the new programme was designed as an educational intervention 
into the ethnocentric meaning schemes of the teachers. The research process 
is expected to contribute to the theory-practice relationship under the notion of 
action research.

1 Introduction

The Turkish Ministry of National Education (MoNE) introduced an in-service training 
course in cooperation with UNICEF in 2016 for teachers of refugee students. The purpose 
of the training course was stated as “facilitating the integration of foreign students 
into the Turkish educational system within the context of multicultural education, by 
raising the pedagogical knowledge and skills of the teachers” (Aktekin, 2017, p. 7). The 
overall workload for the course was 40 hours in 10 days. The teachers were assigned 
to participate in the programme in their off-hours, after or before their shift. The quite 
ambitious programme included 18 participatory active learning activities, 10 slideshows 
and an animation on the Declaration of the Rights of Children. 

The course programme consisted of five parts, with the first part being an 
introduction into the concept of inclusive education. Besides introducing the programme, 
its basic concepts and the current situation of refugee students in Turkey, this section 
of the training also included team building elements like warming up and sharing 
experiences between the participants. The second part involved making the participants 
familiar with the concept of the inclusive school followed by the third part where the 
participants gained insight into the principles of inclusive communication. Based on this 
core knowledge, the training continued in its fourth part with theoretical and practical 
approaches to the notion of inclusive teaching. Finally, the fifth part dealt with inclusive 
evaluation.
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The author of this article held the position as one of the school counsellors in the first 
training of the trainers’ session and thus could get insights into how the programme 
was carried out. From the very beginning, the shortcomings of the programme in terms 
of both its theoretical and practical application became obvious. In this respect three 
aspects of critique have to be mentioned. First, the programme assumed that the very 
first problem in this domain was the teachers’ lack of knowledge and skills. This was 
why the programme consisted of only methods and techniques of inclusive education. 
However, according to my experiences and observations as a school counsellor for 
years, the underlying problem was the ethnocentric meaning schemes of the teachers 
in relation to the refugees; methods and techniques could work only if the teachers 
were able to recognise and overcome their prejudices. Second, the composition of the 
activities was not built appropriately to make a meaningful change in the participants’ 
minds. And third, the programme was not planned, implemented and evaluated 
according to the principles of adult learning. 

After completing the course with the first group of teachers using the materials 
and methods of the programme, I intended to change the programme according to 
the aforementioned critiques. Based on a literature review and discussions with my 
colleagues, I decided to write a new programme and evaluate its effects as an action 
researcher. This paper is based on both a practical and a theoretical approach of action 
research on the jointly implemented in-service training course by MoNE and UNICEF for 
teachers of refugee students in Turkey. Within the scope of the research, the programme 
was criticised and as a result of the critiques, an alternative programme was prepared, 
implemented and evaluated. 

2 Theoretical framework

As a result of a literature review and discussions with colleagues, a theoretical framework 
was developed employing cognitive therapy (Beck, Freeman, Davis, & Associates, 2004; 
Ellis & MacLaren, 2003) and transformative learning theory (Mezirow, 1991) to build a 
theoretical foundation in order to shift the focus of the programme to an educational 
intervention of the ethnocentric meaning schemes of the teachers. I also applied the 
narrative learning approach (Clark & Rossiter, 2008) to help the participant teachers 
construct an alternative point of view on refugees, and I was inspired by the schema 
therapy group sessions (Farrell, Reiss, & Shaw, 2014) in ordering the activities within the 
new programme. Finally, I analysed the programme in terms of andragogy (Knowles, 
Holton, & Swanson, 2005) in order to show accordance with the principles of adult 
learning. These theoretical links will be elaborated shortly in the following section.

2.1  Cognitive therapy 

The psychotherapeutic approach of cognitive therapy was used to give insight into 
the main factors that shape the educational intervention. Cognitive therapy is based 
on the assumption that “cognition, emotion and behaviour are not disparate human 
functions but are, instead, intrinsically integrated and holistic” (Ellis & MacLaren, 
2003, p. 3). Thoughts, feelings and behaviours are all connected to each other within 
“interlocking systems of specialized cognitive structures”, called schemas, that operate 
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for the sequence that starts “from the reception of an environmental stimulus to 
the formation of an adaptive response”. Individuals’ perceptions are shaped by their 
beliefs and other components of their cognitive schemas (Beck et al., 2004, pp. 25-28). 
Cognitive therapy attempts to find out and overcome the maladaptive and dysfunctional 
schemas of the patient so that undesirable thoughts, feelings and behaviours can be 
changed through a collaborative therapeutic process between the therapist and the 
patient. Even though the model of cognitive therapy that relates thoughts, feelings and 
behaviours was developed for psychotherapeutic purposes, it could also help to explain 
what impacts and shapes teachers’ attitudes and behaviours towards refugee students. 
Teachers’ thoughts on refugees determine their emotions, and thus their attitudes and 
behaviours towards refugee students. Ellis’ ABC model (see figure 1) provides a simple 
understanding of the issue. 

Figure 1: Ellis’ ABC Model

Based on the model in figure 1, I discussed with the participants that when teachers 
meet refugee students in any educational setting (A), their opinions on refugees (B) 
affect their conduct or emotion (C) in the situation. For the most part, the teacher is 
not aware of these opinions (B) because they stem from “automatic thoughts” (Beck 
et al., 2004, p. 31) which cannot be recognised without intention. Rather than being 
the results of deliberation, reflection or reasoning, these automatic thoughts spring up 
rapidly and briefly so that the individual (the teacher) is far more likely to be aware of 
the emotion that follows (Beck, 1995, pp. 14-15), but feels and behaves automatically. 

Prejudices stem from the “cognitive distortions” within these automatic thoughts. 
Cognitive distortions are consistent errors in thinking (Beck, 1995, p. 118). They 
are irrational and inaccurate patterns of thoughts to produce negative emotions 
and behaviours, such as all-or-nothing thinking, over-generalisation, mental filter, 
disqualifying the positive, jumping to conclusion, magnification or minimisation, 
emotional reasoning, ‘should’ statements, labelling and mislabelling, and personalisation 
(Burns, 2009). Based on these cognitive distortions related to refugees, the teacher 
might unwittingly behave in a negative manner towards the refugee student.
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2.2  Transformative learning theory 

Transformative learning theory focuses particularly on how individual meaning 
perspectives change and new perspectives are integrated into personal biographies. 
For Mezirow, the founder of the theory, learning is making meaning, and it is shaped 
and delimited by our frames of reference, or our meaning structures, which are formed 
though our socialisation, and have been uncritically assimilated since childhood 
(Mezirow, 1994, p. 223). We construe, validate and reformulate our experiences through 
our meaning structures, which have two dimensions: meaning perspectives (habits of 
mind) and meaning schemes (points of view). Meaning perspectives are structures of 
psychocultural assumptions within which new experiences are assimilated to – and 
transformed by – one’s past experience (Mezirow, 1978, p. 101). They constitute the 
codes that govern our activities of perceiving, comprehending and remembering. 
Meaning perspectives operate with meaning schemes, as perceptual and interpretative 
codes in the construal of meaning, which are made up of specific knowledge, beliefs, 
value judgements and feelings. Meaning perspectives and meaning schemes are our 
“boundary structures” for perceiving and comprehending new data (Mezirow, 1991, pp. 
4-6). We may or may not be aware of these habits of mind or points of view but they 
operate together to shape our interpretations, and thus our attitudes and behaviours. 

Mezirow summarises the transformation of meaning perspectives as a process in 
which we become critically aware of the cultural and psychological assumptions that 
have influenced the way we see ourselves and our relationships and the way we pattern 
our lives (Mezirow, 1978, p. 101). The transformation process goes through ten stages 
(Mezirow, 2009, p. 94):

 1.  a disorienting dilemma;
 2.  self-examination with feelings of fear, anger, guilt or shame;
 3.  a critical assessment of assumptions;
 4.  recognition that one’s discontent is shared;
 5.  exploration of options for new roles, relationships and action;
 6.  planning a course of action;
 7.  acquiring knowledge and skills for implementing the plan;
 8.  provisional trying of new roles;
 9.  building competence and self-confidence in new roles and relationships;
10.  reintegration. 

Going through these stages, perspective transformation means becoming critically 
aware of our psychocultural assumptions about our lifeworld; changing these 
cognitive, conative and affective structures and finally acting upon the newly emerged 
orientations. In this study, transformative learning theory is employed to explain how 
teacher prejudices operate and under which circumstances they can be transformed. 

2.3   Scaffolding the programme: narrative learning and schema therapy 
group sessions

Learning is a social process and discourse stays central to making meaning (Mezirow, 
1997, p. 10). Transformative education could be defined as the process of building an 
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alternative meaning perspective or scheme via an alternative discourse. In order to 
manage this change, the educational relationship should be based on an alternative 
narrative within which evidences, arguments and alternative points of view are justified 
and validated.

Narratives serve a function of making meaning out of our dizzying variety 
of experiences by establishing connections among them. Our minds locate our 
experiences within a particular narrative, namely storying the experiences in order to 
avoid senselessness. Narrative is also related to how we craft our self-conception (Clark 
& Rossiter, 2008, pp. 61-63). Teachers’ ethnocentric meaning schemes are comprised 
of prejudiced narratives about refugees, most of which depend on irrational and 
groundless claims and beliefs. As a result, they construe their new experiences with 
refugee students via these irrational narratives. 

I developed the activities within the programme according to these psychotherapeutic 
theories and put them in order cohesively so that I could manage to build an alternative 
narrative for the participants. In terms of scaffolding the educational intervention via 
this narrative, I was inspired by schema therapy which is also a specific type of cognitive 
therapy. In my educational intervention the structure of the group schema therapy was 
employed for scaffolding the flow of the programme. 

Group schema therapy has three main stages: bonding and emotional regulation; 
mode awareness and mode change work; and autonomy (Farrell & Shaw, 2012, p. 
87). At the first stage, the therapist is expected to develop a warm and confidential 
relationship with the group while setting the rules rigorously. The second stage, mode 
awareness and mode change, is the process whereby the participants become aware 
of their maladaptive cognitive modes that affect their feelings and behaviours, and 
work on these modes to exchange them with more rational ones. And the final stage is 
autonomy in which healthy modes develop and become stronger (Farrell et al., 2014, 
pp. 28-30). I built the modules in the programme parallel to the order of the schema 
therapy group sessions.

2.4  Basing the new programme’s philosophy on principles of andragogy

Andragogy, which has been claimed to be the antithesis of pedagogy, is the art and 
science of helping adults to learn (Knowles et al., 2005, p. 61). The andragogical 
model requires specific approaches to needs assessment, planning, implementing 
and evaluating, assuming that adults have specific learning features different from 
children. The psychological circumstances within the learning setting should be open, 
comfortable, respectful, inclusive, non-deceptive, and so on, and the level of voice and 
lighting, and other physical arrangements, should be appropriate for adult participants. 
Authoritarian educator behaviours are not welcomed. Depending on the adults’ self-
directedness, the entire process should be participatory, so that they feel accepted as 
they are. Due to the rich repertoire of experience of the adults, the educator should be 
open to experimental techniques to include the participants’ experiences in the process 
by making them feel free to tell stories about themselves and to make contributions to 
the process. The educator should feel flexible to individualise the programme according 
to the group dynamic. The timing and duration of the programme are also important 
for adult education because they learn better if they are ready to learn. And of course, 
adults learn best when they think that they are going to solve a concrete life-problem as 
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a result of education. Otherwise, they don’t participate or simply drop out.
It’s obvious that the participatory possibilities of andragogy can only comply with 

any mandatory in-service training course to a certain extent. Nevertheless, they are 
still important for any adult education practice since they are implying the distinctive 
features of adult learning. 

Andragogy was thus used as a main feature for framing the programme within 
its official limitations. While the teachers taking part in the programme couldn’t be 
given the opportunity to participate in the planning and implementation phase of the 
training – because this had already been set by the Ministry – I took the chance to 
change the original evaluation practice of the programme into a self-evaluation activity. 
All activities were – according to the andragogy approach – built upon participants’ own 
experiences so that they felt they were contributing and finding solutions to their actual 
problems. It was crucial to construct a respectful, comfortable and non-authoritarian 
atmosphere for learning to gain acceptance from the participants that the (mandatory) 
course was really useful for the improvement of their professional work as teachers of 
refugee students. In addition, those elements of the training that entailed possibilities 
for flexibility were made open to negotiation with the participants, such as rules on 
their flex days or break times. 

3 Action research as the methodological frame of the study 

Action research is an umbrella term to cover a variety of research that seeks to remove 
the barriers between research and action. Being an umbrella term makes it difficult to 
reach commonly shared definitions (see Rowell, Riel, & Polush, 2017, pp. 85-101; Rowell, 
Polush, Riel, & Bruewer, 2015; Reason & Bradbury, 2008, pp. 695-707). Educational 
action research, in which teachers become researchers, is one of the most widespread 
applications of this term (Noffke & Brennan, 2014, pp. 285-288). An educational action 
research is a kind of systematic inquiry in which the educator/researcher aims to solve 
specific problems of a programme by evaluating the implementation him/herself 
( Johnson, 2014, p. 19; Patton, 2002, p. 221). It differs from most social science studies 
in that the former aim to aggregate data through anonymous third-person knowledge, 
while action research methods employ first-person knowledge, namely subjective data 
about oneself in action (Chandler & Torbert, 2003, pp. 134-135). At this point it can 
be suggested that the design and the data collection processes are relatively informal 
in comparison to other methodologies: the researcher collects data from a situation 
in which s/he actively participates and even creates; s/he evaluates him/herself and 
the results are used to solve the problems in that situation again (Patton, 2002, p. 
221). However, being relatively informal doesn’t make action research arbitrary; the 
employment of a systematic approach for data collection and analyses is essential 
( Johnson, 2014, p. 20). 

In order to ensure the trustworthiness of the study, (alongside the research journal 
that I kept everyday) I gave a pre-evaluation form on the first day of the course to 
the participants and then a self-evaluation form afterwards. In the first version of 
the pre-evaluation form there were 8 multiple-choice questions to measure the 
participants’ level of knowledge on inclusive education, 10 open-ended questions to 
grasp the participants’ meaning schemes on refugee students, 25 five-point Likert-type 
questions that I developed based on Neuliep and McCroskey’s “Ethnocentrism Scale” 
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(2013) and one open-ended question to gather the participants’ feelings and thoughts 
on the course. The purpose of the pre-evaluation form was both to get insight into the 
attitudes of the participants towards refugees and to provide an opportunity to make 
a comparison with the self-evaluation form to see how far the course was effective in 
terms of its target to change mindsets. As a result of giving the questionnaires to the 
first group, I cancelled two open-ended questions since the participants had declared 
some difficulties in answering them. I removed 10 of the Likert-type questions that fell 
into repetition and that caused negative reactions from the participants and I added 
one more question instead. The self-evaluation form was made up of similar questions 
to the pre-evaluation form and I added a part for the participants to evaluate the course. 
I took note of expert opinions in developing both forms. 

4 Action and research

The new programme which I built on the theoretical framework above was made 
up of two main parts: the first directed to the ethnocentric meaning schemes of the 
teachers, and the second to the theory and implementation, namely the methods 
and techniques of inclusive education. The first part was comprised of three modules, 
which are “bonding”, “prejudices and teacher attitudes”, and “transformation of teacher 
attitudes”, whereas the second part was a single module, titled “inclusive education”. 

Activities in the bonding module, which took one and a half days, aimed to build 
confidence between the participants and the educator, to set the group rules collectively, 
and to reveal how the participant teachers were experiencing problems related to 
refugee students. The teachers were obviously reluctant to join the course since they 
had to participate in their off-hours without receiving any additional payments. This 
was a very important factor for the first contact. Thus, I gave due consideration to the 
physical comfort of the educational setting, namely the seats, tables, light, temperature, 
ventilation, music and the like. 

The second module, which lasted three days, was about recognising how teacher 
attitudes and behaviours may be shaped by prejudices against refugees and what the 
consequences of these prejudices can be. This module included general knowledge 
on the relationship between beliefs and behaviours, automatic thoughts and cognitive 
distortions in our minds; the role of these cognitive distortions in teacher attitudes; and 
how prejudices are created and happen to affect teachers’ attitudes and behaviours. 

The third module, which took two and a half days, focused more on the participants’ 
experiences with refugees, which included activities on confronting the participants 
with their own prejudices, some self-directed techniques to recognise and overcome 
prejudices, main concepts of prejudices in educational settings, and the comparative 
consequences of prejudiced and unprejudiced teacher attitudes and behaviours. 

The final module, which was conceptualised for a duration of three days, was on the 
notion “inclusive education”. It included knowledge production and activities on children 
rights and right to education, how to plan, implement and evaluate differentiated 
learning in the frame of inclusive education. This part offered quite condensed insight 
into the notion, theories and practices of inclusive education, mainly based on the 
original programme. 

I conducted this modified programme with a total of 198 teachers in six groups. On 
the very first group with 35 teachers, I applied the original programme. The following 
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five groups consisting of 163 teachers participated in the alternative programme. 57 
teachers allowed me to use their self-evaluation forms. Only full data provided by this 
group was included in the following analyses.

Analyses of the pre-evaluation form demonstrated that none of the participants 
referred to the teachers’ role in the open-ended question, “The solution to the problems 
due to foreign students...” 21% of the participants offered pedagogical solutions preceding 
the integration of refugee students into public schools, such as teaching literacy in Turkish 
at first or adaptation at first (16% + 5% respectively). 31.5% of the answers included 
more general expressions, such as …political, …should be rational, … needs time, and 
the like, somehow avoiding the suggestion of concrete pedagogical solutions. These 
findings give a hint of the lack of awareness of the active role that teachers could play 
with respect to dealing with or solving problems of the integration of refugee children. 
Thus, dealing with refugee children’s educational needs is moreover referred to as an 
external problem, a problem that other people or institutions should deal with.

It is also significant that almost half of the teachers (47.5%) recommended 
discriminatory or exclusionary solutions, such as separate education (37%) and 
repatriation (10.5%) to this question. The answers to another open-ended question 
(Syrians in Turkey…) in the pre-evaluation form were in accordance with this finding. 
I picked up the answers to this question in groups due to their content and built 
three categories of expressions according to their themes. There were ‘discriminative 
expressions’ (31.6%) such as “should be kept in camps” or “should turn back to their country”, 
implying that the Syrian refugees should live separate from Turkish citizens. There were 
also ‘hierarchical expressions’ (31.6%) such as “have problems of adaptation” or “should 
be adapted to the society”, looking for an integrative solution but placing the Syrian 
refugees in an inferior social position in which they should be managed by the superior 
host society. And the rest were ‘expressions of sorrow’ (36.8%) such as “… are victims” or 
“I’m sorry for them”, defining the relationship in-between in terms of emotions. None of 
the teachers uttered egalitarian or rights-based expressions in the pre-evaluation and 
self-evaluation forms. Moreover, none of the participants mentioned human rights, 
international law, conventions or duties of teachers as public servants throughout 
the whole study. Instead, the only somehow positive expressions about refugees 
were those of sorrow. However, the answers still concentrated on discriminatory and 
hierarchical expressions, indicating ethnocentric and non-reflexive attitudes underlying 
the approach of teachers towards refugee students. 

A comparison of the data in the ethnocentrism scale in both the pre-evaluation and 
self-evaluation forms revealed that there was no significant change in the participant 
teachers’ ethnocentric meaning schemes after the programme. It was obvious from the 
very beginning that transforming psychosocial structures like ethnocentric meaning 
schemes of the teachers in 40 hours in a mandatory in-service training course was almost 
impossible, because these structures are assimilated deeply throughout the individuals’ 
whole socialisation process. Nevertheless, the educational intervention in the present 
study managed to generate some changes to a certain extent. According to the data 
provided by the self-evaluation form, 31.5% of the participant teachers believed that 
they understood their refugee students better after having attended this course. 47% 
stated that they realised that they might have a lack of knowledge/skills on the issue, 
and 63% realised that they might help their refugee students better by appropriate 
pedagogical approaches and techniques. 31.5% of the participants acknowledged/
remarked that teachers in general might have prejudices against refugee students, 
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while 21% stated that they realised their own prejudices. The participants who thought 
nothing had changed through the training according to their knowledge and attitudes 
made up 26%. Hopefully, at the end of the programme, some of the teachers happened 
to realise and think that they had an important role in shaping the learning conditions 
and outcomes of refugee students, be it negative or positive.

The self-evaluation form also had a section to reflect the opinions of the participant 
teachers on the programme itself, including items on their evaluation of the adequacy 
and appropriateness of the programme with respect to their needs. For 79%, the 
programme met their professional needs in terms of content, topics and materials. 
16% of the participants didn’t find the programme adequate at all. Only 5% didn’t like 
the methods and techniques applied in course activities. A total of 73.5% stated that s/
he would (partly) recommend the course to other colleagues. The level of satisfaction 
seemed to decrease when the question was the appropriateness of time (37% “No”) and 
duration (43% “No”) of the course.

The study thus reveals that the participant teachers mostly found the new programme 
adequate and appropriate generally in terms of content, topics, materials, methods and 
techniques, time, duration and place. However, it’s significant that only 10.5% thought 
that the programme could help them solve the problems they encounter related to 
the schooling of refugee students. Although the level of satisfaction of the participants 
seemed quite high, they were still not sure that the programme would work to solve 
the identified problems in this field of schooling for refugee children and their teachers 
in Turkey.

5 Discussion of results and further recommendations

The intention of this action research was to rewrite the in-service training programme 
according to a more problem-based need assumption by building it on a sound 
theoretical ground, and evaluating the process and the results of its implementation. 
The new programme was essentially based on the idea that beliefs, in other words 
habits of mind and points of view of the teachers, are of primary importance for 
adequate pedagogical interventions in schools (see Biesta, Priestley, & Robinson, 2015), 
especially when it comes to the capacity of dealing with new challenges in the system, 
such as the enrolment of great numbers of refugee students in public schools in Turkey. 
No teaching methods and techniques can work unless teachers believe in them. 

The analyses of the field notes and the pre-evaluation form demonstrated that the 
teachers were not considering themselves as ‘change agents’ or an important part of 
the solution to the problems they identified and encounter in the everyday practice of 
dealing with refugee children’s need of school education. Ethnocentric mindsets are 
widespread in this group of professional pedagogues and transforming the psychosocial 
structures underlying these mindsets requires more effort than an educational 
intervention limited to 40 hours. However, the results of the study revealed that training 
courses for teachers might generate the basis of reflection including questioning 
their own preconceptions and assumptions on refugees and their pedagogic needs. 
Some of the teachers did indeed realise through the programme’s intervention that 
their attitudes and behaviours play an important role in facing challenges and solving 
problems they encounter or identify with respect to the education of refugee children 
in regular schools in Turkey. A respectable proportion of the participants in the study 
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has – after the training intervention – realised that their own prejudices affect their 
relationship with their refugee students. This kind of awareness can be considered at 
least as the starting point of transformative learning (disorienting dilemma and self-
examination). 

Teachers found the programme adequate and appropriate regarding the identification 
of individual psychological reasons for the problems related to the schooling of refugee 
students. On the other hand, they still believed that it wouldn’t contribute to solving 
the identified and experienced problems practically, as the participant teachers didn’t 
consider themselves as change agents or agents of solution in this respect – which also 
became obvious in the data of this evaluation. For them, trying to solve the problem 
by transforming the relationship between teachers and refugee students through a 
reflection on prejudices on the side of teachers with the result of trying to change the 
attitudes and behaviours of the teachers was at the least ignoring the real problems.

As a consequence, it can be concluded that these kinds of spontaneously invented 
in-service training courses that aim at solving pedagogical problems due to a migration-
driven unexpected change in the population of students are not appropriate when 
they impose new pedagogical ideas (‘inclusive education’) to the professionals without 
acknowledging that pedagogical programmes cannot be based only on knowledge 
and skills of the professionals but have to enable them to reflect on their attitudes 
and prejudices towards social groups like refugees. New training courses that aim at 
implementing pedagogical solutions through educational intervention have to take 
this (self-)reflective element at least as much into account as fostering the trainees’ 
knowledge and skills. 

The present study can indeed be evaluated as a limited but nevertheless exploratory 
attempt to provide insight into the pre-conditions for teacher training programmes 
in Turkey that aim at providing teachers of refugee children with the necessary skills 
and knowledge to face the challenges that come with the new student population. 
The primary limitation is that evaluation forms such as the ones used in this study 
may only provide a quite superficial perspective on transformation effects through 
a temporarily limited and mandatory training. It requires more in-depth qualified 
methodologies with longitudinal and mixed-method elements to grasp the whole 
dimension of transformation through the instrument of intervention training of 
pedagogic professionals. 
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Beatrix Bukus
Using migrant pupils’ experiences in teacher training

Abstract

At the heart of teachers’ professionalism is their competence in reflecting about 
their own pedagogical practices and the discourses these practices are embedded 
in. Teachers’ understanding of the complexities of their pupils’ migration 
experience and its impact on their educational participation is an important 
theme for reflective processes. This chapter presents results of my study on 
pupils involved in multiple and multidirectional migration during their schooling 
years. Their experiences are discussed with regard to their potential to challenge 
current pedagogical practices and discourses related to migrant pupils.

1 Introduction

I exemplify multiple and multidirectional migration by giving a short overview of 
Leonardo’s trajectory, a young man who was born in Caravallo (Peru). He stayed there 
only four months after his birth due to a war between Peru and Ecuador. He fled with 
his mother to Columbia, where the family got a visa to Japan. The whole family moved 
to Osaka, but he entered the first grade of primary school in Shikoku. Leonardo lived 
in Japan until he was seven years old. His first language was at this time Japanese. 
His parents were working long hours in a factory and therefore Leonardo did not 
spend much time with them during these years. This resulted in the fact that when 
the family moved to Spain when he was seven, he did not speak any Spanish. The 
reason for the relocation was that they considered Japan to be a transit country only 
and eventually wanted to return to Peru. In the meantime, however, the family of his 
mother relocated to Spain. They decided to move on to Spain to reunite the family 
and find better jobs. He attended a public school where he was enrolled in a regular 
class in grade level 2. He did not know the Latin alphabet and wanted to enrol in the 
first grade, but the school insisted on enrolling him according to his age. He was 16 
years old when he moved to Leipzig in Germany as a reaction to worsening conditions 
caused by the world economic crisis. Around this time his parents separated, although 
both still remained in Spain. His mother then married another man. The family stayed 
in Spain for another four to five years hoping that things would get better but then 
they made the decision to move to Germany. They informed themselves about the 
conditions and opportunities in Leipzig from an uncle (his mother’s brother), who had 
been living there for a longer time. He was enrolled in a public high school’s language 
preparatory class, and then, after a couple of months, in the 9th grade. He completed 
grades 9 and 10 and passed the high school examination. He started a professional 
training as a physiotherapist also in Leipzig. During his years in Germany he has kept 
contact with family members and friends living in Spain. In the second year of his 
training he decided to move back to the town in Spain where his father lives and he 
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enrolled in a physiotherapy course there, while he also started work (Bukus, 2020, pp. 
120-123).

This trajectory is a good example of how a young high school pupil has a transnational 
approach to life and different reasons for relocation, how he manages to attend several 
different public school systems, to learn and use multiple languages for the purpose 
of learning and engaging with people in different places, to tackle the process of social 
and educational integration multiple times and to successfully integrate temporarily at 
one location with the option to move on. During his narration however, Leonardo refers 
to the challenge he went through at every location of his life: during his integration 
process in the new local contexts his previous experiences did not count, a clear 
focus was on him learning the local language used for school instruction and he was 
considered as a settled migrant who would never move again. 

2 Reflexion as a core professional competence of teachers1

Leonardo’s story is only one of the diverse experiences pupils attending German public 
schools have had with migration. Most of my subject teacher colleagues at school and 
those teachers who attended my in-service teacher training seminars had, however, 
homogenising and reductive assumptions about migrant pupils. For instance, one 
widespread assumption (and reduction) is that the only and most relevant characteristic 
of migrant pupils is that they do not have skills in the language of instruction and thus 
their integration is about learning German sufficiently well to be able to participate in 
their regular classes (on the critique of this assumption see Gogolin, 2008; Karakaşoğlu 
& Neumann, 2011, p. 58). 

As part of my work as a teacher and teacher trainer, I have guided several colleagues 
through critical reflection on their practices with migrant pupils. In the following quote, 
for instance, many aspects of the German school discourses on migration and migrant 
pupils become apparent in the way the teacher uses categories and terms. The quote is 
part of a conversation between a teacher trainee and a high school teacher of History 
and German Language and Literature, who both work in a city in Saxony, Germany. It 
is the teacher’s answer to the trainee’s question about how long she has been working 
with pupils who learn German as a Second Language (GSL)2.

Well, the GSL students are not here with us from the beginning, but we have had them 
maybe for eight years. It is something on the rise. At the beginning, it was the Russian 
Germans3 who we noticed but they were not considered GSL pupils, but I am not sure. 
Because they already came with German language skills and maybe five years ago, I now 
have them in my class 9. In the 5th grade, when I took them over, there were increasingly 
migrant children. But they have attended elementary school and actually were integrated 
into the German language. I can’t exactly use the term GSL students, but in the last few 
years it has become quite a lot more who are sent to us because we have the GSL classes. 
Pupils are sent here, and then one day they are put into the regular classes.4 (Interview with 
a subject teacher at a high school/Oberschule, May 2nd, 2018, Leipzig, Saxony, Germany)

1  In this section I rely on the definition of Geier (2016, pp. 190-195), according to whom the focus of reflexion is on teachers’ profes-
sional role in the formation of a society and their contribution to subjectivation. 

2  The term ‘German as a Second Language’ refers to a difference from ‘German as a Foreign Language’, whereby in the former 
case the language is learned in the environment in which it is used by the local population. The state of Saxony has regulations 
titled ‘Die Sächsische Konzeption zur Integration von Migranten’ enacted on August 1st 2000 (Die Sächsische Konzeption, 2000) 
and in the ‘Lehrplan Deutsch als Zweitsprache für Vorbereitungsgruppen/Vorbereitungsklassen an allgemeinbildenden Schulen’, 
issued in 2000 and updated in 2018 (Sächsisches Staatsministerium für Kultus, 2000, 2009, 2018), which regulate the provisions 
for newcomer pupils, who need to acquire  skills in the language of schooling. 

3  The teacher refers with this expression to Spätaussiedler German immigrants from Eastern Europe who were referred to as Auss-
iedler until the end of 1992, and since then as Spätaussiedler (Panagiotidis, 2017, p. 24, footnote 3).

4  The interviews quoted in this chapter were conducted in German and translated by the author. All names have been changed for 
the purpose of anonymisation.
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While describing the migrant pupils, she puts a clear focus on their proficiency at 
knowing German as ‘second language learners’ which applies to some but not all of 
them as some have already attended elementary school in Germany. At the beginning 
she had to tackle teaching tasks stemming from the needs of migrant pupils who 
were from ethnic German origin having been brought up speaking German as their 
first language. Afterwards, she taught pupils who were raised in Leipzig as children 
of parents who migrated to Leipzig. So these pupils learned academic German first at 
state-run primary schools. She has only in recent years been confronted with the fact 
that some of her pupils – due to their own migration experiences – enter regular high 
schools without any knowledge of the German language. These students are labelled 
in the Saxonian system as learners of German as a Second Language (on the critique 
of this term see Dirim & Pokitsch, 2017, p. 101). To her credit, she acknowledges that 
her pupils had differing experiences of migration and shows awareness of the different 
pedagogical tasks associated with this fact.

One core competence of teachers is reflexion about and (self-)critique of their own 
pedagogical practices and the discourses these practices are embedded in (Heinemann 
& Mecheril, 2018, p. 269; Mecheril & Shure, 2018, p. 89; Messerschmidt, 2016, p. 63). 
I follow here the line of argument of Özayli and Ortner (2015, p. 214), who state 
that teachers’ self-images and pedagogical actions are always entangled in societal 
(discursive) conditions and that it is not possible to act beyond these conditions. 
However, as Özayli and Ortner (2015) point out, it is part of teachers’ professional 
habitus to take the responsibility to reflect upon their own entanglements in certain 
societal conditions and to act responsibly and professionally. 

An important theme for such a critical reflexion is the different ways of involvement 
in migration among pupils and how these impacts their educational experiences and 
needs. According to a study by the Berlin Institute for Integration and Migration Research 
(BIM) and the Research Department at the Council of Experts of German Foundations for 
Integration and Migration (SVR), teachers admit to lacking a deep knowledge of migration 
and diversity and wish to have more concrete training on these issues (BIM & SVR, 2017, 
p. 59). This chapter aims to provide insights into individual migration and educational 
trajectories of groups of pupils involved in multiple and multidirectional migration in 
the hope that these insights will trigger reflexion among teachers about some of the 
prevalent homogenising and reductionist assumptions about migrant pupils. 

3 Study design

My study focused on experiences of school-aged5 children involved in multiple and 
multidirectional migration6. The main criteria for eligibility for the sample were that the 
interviewed pupils attended a state-run school in the city of Leipzig and had already 
relocated at least twice over international state borders during their school-age years. 
This form of migration was identified in the Leipzig context among two distinct groups of 
school-age children: firstly, among those who were part of war-induced family migration 
and arrived after living at transit locations; and secondly, those whose caregivers settled 
as part of labour migration in one European Union country but, due to economic  
hardship following the world economic crisis of 2008, involuntarily relocated.

The study was guided by questions on (1) the reasons for and circumstances of the 
pupils’ involvement in this form of migration, on (2) their participation in formal, informal, 

5  The term ‘school-age’ can be defined by reference to national legislations on education. As the present study involves the state of 
Saxony in Germany, this term covers the period between six and 18 years of age (Sächsisches Schulgesetz, 2018).

6  Circular migration or continuous movements beyond state borders, for instance, as part of parental professional obligations, were 
not focused on in this study. 
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and non-formal education at the different locations, and on (3) how they see the effects 
of multiple and multidirectional migration on their lives and educational participation. 

My research had an explorative nature (Drinck, 2013, p. 146) and followed the 
theoretical sampling strategy (Herfter & Rahtjen, 2013, p. 118). The data was collected 
by means of problem-centred interviews and ego-centred network maps and was 
complemented by field notes taken during home visits and other common free-time 
activities, as well as during the regular German as a Second Language (GSL) classes that 
were offered by me. The data collection started in October 2013, and further interviews 
and network drawings took place in spring 2014 and 2015 as well as in summer 2017. 
The interviews with pupils were conducted in Leipzig where all participants were 
residents. Specificities of the data collection resulted from the fact that the participants 
were multilingual children, and many of them were asylum seekers having previous 
experience with interviews in the framework of their asylum procedure (Shapiro, Farrelli, 
& Curry, 2018). In cases where the interviewer and the interviewee did not share a 
common language, interviews were conducted either with the help of an interpreter 
or in a language which was a foreign language for the participant. In addition, it had 
to be taken into account during the interviews that narrative competence was shaped 
by pupils’ different biographical experiences, sociocultural and linguistic backgrounds 
and proficiencies, psychological conditions and ages (Hoerning, 2000, p. 4). The data 
analysis built on 17 interviews from 13 pupils, their network maps and the associated 
memos of the researcher. The data analysis followed the steps of the summarising 
content analysis of Mayring (2010, pp. 69-84).

4  Experiences of pupils involved in multiple and multidirectional 
migration

Multiple migration is induced by various reasons, and the different moves and their 
rationales within the individual biographies are complex. The reasons which allowed 
or did not allow families/caregivers freedom of choice in departing from their location 
of origin can be situated along a continuum between voluntary and forced rather than 
expressed by this dichotomy. Five of my cases were closer to the voluntary end of the 
continuum. Whether or not the parents chose to move voluntarily, however, is also not 
a clear-cut category. In the case of four relocations, the caregiver(s) lost their jobs due 
to the economic crisis and the move was not spoken of as a free choice, considering that 
they had an established life in the respective countries. A possibility would be to regard 
these cases as involuntary in order to make a clear distinction from forced, in which the 
safety and consent aspects are decisive. Involuntary would instead emphasise that the 
family decided to relocate because they could not maintain their way of life under the 
changed economic circumstances. For four of the interviewed pupils, the reason for 
their departure was the war in Syria, which meant that they and their families could 
not meet their basic needs at the location of origin. Three families, on the other hand, 
decided to move from locations shaped by protracted war situations and political and 
economic instability. One pupil lived as an immigrant in Iran when the family had to 
move due to political reasons. Furthermore, in almost all cases in the study, the reasons 
for the first move were different from those for later migrations. Only in one family was 
the reason for the first move identical with that for subsequent moves. The lengths of 
stays at the different locations varied between a couple of months to eight years. 
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My study participants, apart from three cases, were from many countries of origin 
because they had attended formal education at several locations prior to arriving 
in Leipzig. Therefore, gaining information about school attendance at all previous 
locations is needed. The process of current integration at the school in Saxony is for 
this reason embedded in a complex educational trajectory where experiences from 
previous locations have a direct impact on the integration process at the current 
location. 

I found that the perception of and reactions to the educational challenges in Saxony 
appear to be dependent on two aspects impacting the educational participation 
of pupils. The first aspect is whether the family made a clear-cut decision about the 
final country of settlement (here, Germany) prior to leaving the location of origin. The 
second aspect is whether the family considered the time spent between the location 
of origin and the current location of settlement to be only a transit phase, which 
influenced the attitudes and behaviours of school-age children in regard to language 
learning, formal education, and engagement. This conception of a transit stay is mainly 
– but not exclusively – to be found among those who left their location of origin due 
to war. Therefore, it is important to consider separately the transit orientation and the 
occurrence of war as a motivation to migrate (Bukus, 2018).

Thirdly, all study participants have skills in multiple languages and use translanguaging 
practices in their everyday lives. They are confronted at different locations with a strong 
discrepancy between the language use at school and their translanguaging practice 
outside school, which García (2009) refers to as follows:

Multilinguals throughout the world translanguage in order to make sense of their world. 
It is only when they get to school that their language complexity becomes stigmatized. 
Schools attempt to control this gift of translanguaging, marking the more fluid 
languaging practices of society as ‘incorrect’, or ‘corrupt’. (p. 384)

My respondents had no chance to use and practice either their multilingual skills or 
the newly learned language (German) during their lessons and often felt inhibited by 
classmates, not daring to talk because of not speaking like a native. These experiences 
are described by Huxel (2016), Özayli and Ortner (2015, p. 211) and Frank (2015, p. 
23) as the prevalent norm of language learning that focuses on the assumption that 
all languages are learned and used separately and that learning a language means 
fulfilling a native-speaker norm. Although research on good practices of how and why 
to apply the translanguaging approach for linguistically diverse classrooms forms part 
of a growing literature (Woodley & Brown, 2016), my study participants did not refer to 
any experience which Canagarajah (2013) characterises as follows:

Rather than asking what we can offer to deficient or novice students, we have to ask how 
we can let students bring into the classroom the dispositions and competencies which 
they have richly developed outside of classroom. This involves turning the classroom 
into a site for translingual socialization. (p. 184)

My study participants experienced a discrepancy between the norm-oriented 
monolingual expectations at school and their everyday multilingual practices with 
their family members, friends and acquaintances living at different locations. Apart 
from two pupils, who had only local contacts at the location of origin and despite their 



251 Beatrix Bukus | Using migrant pupils’ experiences in teacher training

multiple relocations still have only local connections, all other pupils kept personal and 
virtual contact with their contact people living in other places. Many pupils already 
had transnational contacts at their location of origin and maintained these along 
their multiple migration route. The others did not have any transnational connections 
at their location of origin, but due to moving many times their social space became 
transnational (Faist, 2000; Gogolin & Pries, 2004; Pries, 1997). 

Fourthly, the study’s participants learned during their multiple and multidirectional 
migration to think in more than one frame of reference and to compare various aspects 
of their realities. This comparative view was expressed by Stella, for instance, in the 
form of her critique on the traditional nationally oriented history teaching and her plea 
for a wider perspective:

These are something completely different because here in Germany is only about 
Germany, about GDR, and Hitler and such, and in Spain it was about all countries. [...] 
But, for example, about Russia and such, the countries that count. Here only about 
Germany. I know Bulgarian, Spanish and German history.

Finally, findings on how the study participants learned to identify with the role of a 
foreigner, equated with someone being different from a local pupil, will be presented. 
In many interviews the students referred to themselves as a foreigner, as a member of 
the group of the others (Niedrig, 2015). Linda Morrice (2012) has applied Mezirow’s theory 
of transformative learning to refugee populations. She draws attention to how asylum 
seekers learn from interaction with the local society and the media discourse about “who 
and what they are not” (Morrice, 2012, p. 267). She found that migration is an intense 
process of learning which can lead both positively and negatively to the transformation of 
the frame of reference and understanding of the world and of oneself. In her interviews 
with newly arrived asylum seekers in the UK, Morrice (2012, pp. 263-264) found that these 
people had disbenefits for their identity construction and learned that their symbolic or 
social capital accumulated so far had no value in the new context. This is an experience 
that my study participants also had to make within the school system in Saxony. 

5 Conclusion

After studying pupils involved in multiple and multidirectional migration, my findings 
add to our knowledge around transnational life trajectories among young people 
of high school age. My respondents developed along their trajectories a rich multi-
perspectival knowledge about the world and a range of multilingual skills. While their 
current phase of life in Leipzig is considered by the pupils as only one waystation among 
many, their teachers did not necessarily share the same view and therefore have not 
built on knowledge and experiences previously acquired. Furthermore, with regard to 
topics of belonging or language use the expectations imposed on these pupils by their 
experiences of multiple relocation often stood in sharp contrast to the expectations of 
the particular local school context. 

According to Mecheril and Quehl (2015, p. 168), school changes cannot replace 
social changes. The authors argue that school should be given the task of opening 
up educational spaces in which changes can be thought about and discussed. In this 
sense, education may be understood as a process of dealing with experiences, in which 
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the capacity is formed to behave towards general social issues and demands, and to do 
so in a way that is oriented towards reducing injustice. 

By recognising, examining and discussing experiences of their pupils, teachers 
would be asked to recognise, examine and debate their own roles in shaping these 
experiences and also the possibility of adjusting to the needs stemming from these 
experiences. I argued in this chapter that a change in the perception of and attitudes 
towards migrant pupils as well as their educational experiences is possible, if teachers 
are trained in the multiplicity of ways in which their pupils experience migration, and 
consequently about the plurality of their educational prerequisites, needs and potentials 
(see the German term “Differenzfreundlichkeit” or ‘affinity towards difference’, coined 
by Knappik & Mecheril, 2018, p. 177). 
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Abstract

This article discusses how symbolic orders of the migration society shape the 
negotiation of social practices in school and lead to the (re-)production of racism 
in the context of pre-service teacher training, called ‘the second phase of teacher 
training’ in Germany. It presents selected results of interviews with teacher educators 
from a broader research project on pre-service teacher training in the migration 
society. The results show that symbolic orders inscribed as migration patterns in 
the tacit knowledge of these most significant professionals are relevant to racism, 
particularly because of pre-service teachers’ binary differentiation between the 
categories ‘German’ and ‘migration background’, the latter being equivalent 
to ‘not German’. This becomes clear in their reconstructed conceptualization of 
an imagined ‘ideal teacher’ as well as ‘good teaching’ and leads to the relevant 
question of which pre-service teachers are identified as suitable for the teaching 
profession according to teacher educators and why. In this imagination, the binary 
differentiation takes place in connection with attributes especially linked to the 
habitual dimensions of language and behaviour. 

1 Introduction

This article discusses the empirical (re-)production of racism during pre-service teacher 
training, known as ‘the second phase of teacher training’ in Germany, focusing on the 
negotiation of difference and belonging linked to symbolic orders of the migration 
society. These symbolic orders are relevant for the analysis of the (re-)production of 
racism in teacher education, as they solidify in the course of professionalization as 
forms of tacit knowledge (Bohnsack, Nentwig-Gesemann, & Nohl, 2007; Nohl, 2009) 
that underlie the pedagogical practice of prospective teachers. Nonetheless, the 
potential of symbolic orders should also be recognized as an opening for possibilities of 
negotiation of meanings. In this chapter, I will outline in more detail the approach of this 
analysis, which consists of a heuristic model. The theoretical frame is Bourdieu’s (2009) 
social theory, synthesized through a modified version of the documentary method 
(Bohnsack, Nentwig-Gesemann, & Nohl, 2007; Nohl, 2009) and complemented by an 
intersectional analysis of inequality (Winker & Degele, 2010). The analysis is conducted 
on selected examples of the results of interviews with in-service teacher educators. 
Teacher educators in the so-called ‘second phase’ of the complex German system of 
teacher professionalization are situated in the formation space between academic 
theory and pedagogic practice and play a major role in shaping the professional 
habitus of novices as teachers. Teacher professionalization in Germany consists of 
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three phases, the first phase with the academic study of two subjects and pedagogy at 
a university. After students have successfully accomplished their degree courses they 
enter the second phase with 18 months of intensively guided pre-service training at 
school and in a teacher training centre. The teacher educators conduct seminars in 
these training centres and grade the teacher trainees’ performances. The third phase 
consists of further in-service trainings. 

This paper aims to show how the negotiation of the significance of migration in social 
practices leads to the (re-)production of racism, particularly due to a systematically 
inscribed binary differentiation between those labelled as ‘German’ and those labelled 
as having a ‘migration background’, the latter being equivalent to ‘not German’. Hence, 
this chapter will work with the idea of “racism relevance” coined by Weiß (2013, p. 77, 
trans. by author). She speaks of racism relevance when an action can be assumed and 
shown to reproduce racism while not being empirically proven to have been evoked 
by racist delegitimization. Weiß does not only ask the question of whether an action is 
racist or not but focuses on the potential of certain actions or practices to reproduce 
and reinforce racism. 

2 The training area of the second phase of teacher training 

As mentioned above, a special feature of the German teacher training programme is 
that it consists of two phases plus the continuing education of already trained teachers, 
which is why education science speaks of the three-phase model of teacher training 
(Terhart, 2004). Here, I am interested in the second phase, where we can find two semi-
autonomous training places: the practical teaching experience at a supervising school 
and the theoretical classes that take place in seminars in specially designated state 
institutions (Lenhard, 2004). According to Bourdieu (2012), these training spaces can be 
classified as a training area. Their operating mode is represented by differing methods 
of preparation, including the assessment of teachers within a context of set, explicit 
and implicit aims of professionalization that are embedded in the symbolic order of the 
training area and its doxa. Therefore, seeing professionalization as a social practice, I 
would call this training phase an introductory ritual to become a teacher and evolve 
into an authorized representative of the teaching profession. The training area and its 
constitutive conditions where influential gatekeepers preside over assigning the life-
long licence to finally enter the teaching profession can be understood as a “battle- and 
forcefield”, as Paseka (2008, p. 248, trans. by author) terms it, whereby the profession’s 
symbolic orders and doxa are reproduced habitually and become operative – especially 
in the form of tacit knowledge. Tacit knowledge surrounding the issue of migration is 
an essential part of this.

The symbolic orders also include knowledge that is represented not only by the 
habitual sense units within pedagogical practice, but also by the implicit and explicit 
aims that are set for pre-service teachers during their training. Recognized as authorized 
representatives of the teaching profession, teacher trainers express these symbolic 
orders of knowledge when they classify teaching practices as being either excellent or 
tolerable, marginalized or even made taboo, as Helsper (2008, p. 63) points out. This 
leads to the reinforcement of a social system of hierarchical disparity. It is important to 
point out that these orders of knowledge do not refer only to migration, but also to the 
relationship between gender, class and bodily conditions. 
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As Alkemeyer and Rieger-Ladich (2008) state, this “battle- and forcefield” (p. 105) is 
never conquered by one power alone. In other words, there are symbolic battles and 
discourse formations that take place within the training area. The doxa of discourse 
formations, which manifest themselves in the symbolic orders and which are then 
reproduced by pre-service teachers, influences the possibilities of professionalization 
in teacher training. In this case, professionalization does not mean deterministic-
mechanical appropriation of a habitus that conforms with the aims of the institution. 
Rather, the symbolic orders, the automatisms of the doxa, as well as the dominating 
practice are expressed in the forms of reference towards teaching practice, whether as 
affirmation or rejection, during pre-service teachers’ training.

3  Migration patterns and their relevance to racism – selected 
examples with a focus on interviews with teacher educators

3.1  The collection of data and its analysis

Before I turn to the empirical results, I will explain the method of data collection and 
analysis. During my dissertation project, I interviewed six teacher educators and 18 
pre-service teachers. The results presented here refer to the interviews with the teacher 
educators. They can be termed as experts in the area of the second phase of teacher 
training given their influence in preparing and implementing decisions and the fact that 
they have detailed knowledge of internal structures and events (Littig, 2011). Not only 
are they authorized representatives of the teaching profession, they are also authorized 
personnel that control the transfer of knowledge and knowledge assessment. Thus, 
they act as links between the teaching occupation and novice teachers. This is put into 
practice in their work alliance with the trainee teachers, where they have the following 
tasks and responsibilities: during the 18 months of their training they teach their 
respective subject in seminars in which about 20 trainees participate. In addition, they 
observe six times the teaching of each trainee at their training school and conduct a 
reflection talk afterwards. Furthermore, they are involved in final examinations. 

The interviews with the teacher educators consist of an introductory task description 
and the teacher educators’ experience, including their ways of assigning relevance and 
setting priorities in their work with pre-service teachers. The interviews were evaluated 
by modifying the documentary method and adapting it to an intersectional multilevel 
analysis according to Winker and Degele (2010). The analysis firstly entails reconstructing 
teacher educators’ habit formations as they introduce their trainees to the aims of 
professionalization. Secondly, it includes reconstructing discourse formations around 
the aims of professionalization for pre-service teachers within the discourse of ‘good 
teaching’. Thirdly, I reconstructed the implicit knowledge about migration that is 
activated in the habitus forms of the teacher educators and the discourse formations on 
the professionalization goals and I compared these results with the implicit knowledge 
of the trainee teachers. Together they document the migration patterns of implicit 
knowledge, the established migration patterns – the migration doxa – of symbolic 
orders in the field of training of the teacher traineeship. As the following shows, the 
meaning structure of the migration patterns is relevant to racism. 
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3.2  The ideal, authorized teachers and their language and behaviour

The analysis of the interviews with teacher educators shows that the resulting tacit 
knowledge related to migration led to the construction and practical conceptualization 
of an ideal teacher, who may become an authorized spokesperson for the teaching 
profession. Bourdieu (2012) describes an authorized spokesperson as one who can 
only influence other agents through words. Their words hold symbolic capital through 
the authority that is given to them by a group that accepts them as their authorized 
spokesperson (Bourdieu, 2012, p. 103). Within the conceptualization of an ideal, 
authorized teacher, migration patterns document the dimension of language and 
behaviour for racism. As far as language is concerned, perfect speaking and writing 
of the German language is imagined and explicitly required. In terms of behaviour, 
a controlled distance during social interactions is required and should be kept. This 
conceptualization determines what Helsper (2008) calls an ‘excellent’ teacher. It also 
represents the normative positioning of the symbolic order, from which tolerated, 
marginalized or taboo practices, among others, derive. 

One key aspect of analysis is that these dimensions are constructed in an essentialist 
way, which means that they are not only connected to an ideal image of being or becoming 
a teacher, but also to an (idealized) conception of being ‘German’. This can be seen in the 
division and differentiation of pre-service teachers, the status of becoming teachers, as 
well as the division of pre-service teachers into ‘German’ or ‘of German origin’ versus 
‘migrant’. The latter sometimes appears as ‘foreign’ or through natio-ethno-cultural 
indicators like ‘Turks’, but diametrically opposed, they will never be ‘German’ or ‘originally 
German’. Considering the quality of the doxa of these categorical classifications, this 
practice of migrationalized and racialized language and behaviour means that non-
Germans in the second phase of teacher training can only be tolerated, marginalised and 
rendered taboo, but they will never attain to (notionally German) excellence. 

3.2.1  The language dimension

When considering the language dimension, it is important to outline that the identification 
of difficulties or errors in the German (written) language takes place independently from 
these categorical classifications. Yet, explanations of difficulties and errors are carried 
out using these categorical classifications. While German language skills are seen as 
the first language of pre-service teachers who are characterized as German, German 
language skills of migrationalized pre-service teachers are seen as second or foreign 
language skills. Consequently, correcting errors made by ‘German’ trainee teachers is 
done by identifying and assessing negligence, sloppiness or minor grammatical errors. 
Since potential excellence is indicated, these mistakes are tolerated and lead to some 
admonitions and the identification of specific examples. In contrast, correcting errors of 
migrationalized teachers in training occurs by viewing them as migrants, which, according 
to the rationale both of the field and of teacher educators in particular, needs no further 
explanation or specification because it is intersubjectively self-explanatory. Thus, errors 
are differentiated in terms of being tolerable, marginalized or rendered taboo. 

Excellence is seen as inconceivable with regard to the migrationalized teacher 
trainees, in contrast to trainees marked as German. The tolerable is derived from a 
possible excellence that migrationalized trainees can never achieve. The tolerable is 



258 Aysun Doğmuş | Symbolic orders of a society shaped by migration and their relevance for the (re)production of racism in pre-service teacher training in Germany

also generated from the equation of the migrationalized trainees with (migrationalized) 
pupils. This means that the point of comparison changes depending on classification as 
a German or migrationalized trainee teacher. The equation of pupils and migrationalized 
trainee teachers is made by teacher educators such as Ms Schneider1 who refers to 
“Turkish pupils from educationally deprived families in certain districts”. She thinks that 
“typical mistakes aren’t that severe because it is of great value having a young Turkish 
woman in school, because the Turkish kids see what’s possible – it offers possibilities of 
identification.” [ll. 545-546]2

Apparently, there would still be “a very traditional attitude in the third, sometimes 
even fourth generation” [ll. 590-591], also because a lot of families “come together” 
[ll. 592] and hence “are often more traditional than Turkey is nowadays” [ll. 591]. As a 
consequence, migrationalized pre-service teachers who make tolerable mistakes are 
attributed the status of role model and identification figure: 

And, to have somebody indeed as an identification figure – he […] is Turkish, too, for 
example – who, as a woman and mother, works and earns money, that’s a great thing 
and offers the kids who come from educationally disadvantaged families, just like that, 
yeah it works. It’s great. [ll. 592-594] 

Marginalizing or even rendering taboo in teacher educators’ talks on migrationalized 
pre-service teachers happens in cases, as Ms Schneider pointed out, where “written 
language is catastrophic” or “disastrous” [ll. 548], or “if the oral performance or language 
use is poor as well” [ll. 549-550]. 

This assessment of German knowledge entails a demand for revision, also because 
the ability to work is questioned. This means that if teacher trainees are not able to 
acquire the necessary knowledge, this would automatically lead to “confrontations with 
parents” [ll. 548-549] as well as pupils who would make fun of the prospective teacher 
or would not understand work instructions: 

And if someone doesn’t know how to rephrase something or first of all, to explain 
something coherently – that’s tough; you can bypass that by writing down the instructions 
at home and learning it by heart for all I care, but that’s not practicable for the day-to-day 
work. [ll. 579-583] 

In that case, the level of tolerance for mistakes is exceeded and a request for revision is 
expressed as the last option in order to be able to enter the teaching profession.

3.2.2  The behaviour dimension

If we look at the behaviour dimension, one can identify that divergent or deviant 
behaviour related to the interactional body language of migrationalized pre-service 
teachers is brought up in the interviews with the teacher educators, while the behaviour 
of German-labelled teacher trainees is not. For migrationalized pre-service teachers, a 
certain behaviour that contrasts to the ‘German behaviour’ is created. This happens by 
assigning relevance to sympathy towards the pre-service teachers (Mr Kaiser), taking 
behavioural variation as a justification for discrimination against migrationalized pre-
service teachers (Ms Fischer) and stating a need for them to study more (Ms Ziegler). 

1 All names have been changed for the purpose of anonymization.
2  This and the following quotes are taken from my dissertation project. The interviews were conducted in German and were trans-

lated into English by the author. 
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Even though the following example from Mr Kaiser deviates from the previous 
conclusions, it confirms the logic of attributing deviant behaviour when it comes to 
physical interaction. This is not discussed in the context of a guiding framework of the 
ideal teacher, but in the context of giving relevance to sympathy in his work alliance with 
teacher trainees. In his reply to the question of what his opinion was on the request, 
framed by German official education policy in the early 2010s, for ‘more teachers 
with migration background’ (Bräu, Georgi, Karakaşoğlu, & Rotter, 2013), he refers to 
a migrationalized female pre-service teacher in a gender-focused mode in which he 
refers to her warmth, ‘cordiality’ and physical ‘closeness’, in contrast to his version of an 
abstracted and hence randomly replaceable “woman of German origin”: 

There is for example – I don’t know why I’m telling this first – no more cordial encounter 
than with that woman, while you actually ask, is it even allowed to shake hands with 
a woman of German origin and so on, but in fact, you can do more than that, you can 
actually come closer, giving pecks on the cheeks – with her, it works without inhibitions. 
[ll. 758-762] 

This may result from the so-called cordiality of this specific pre-service teacher, yet it 
remains unclear why this should be a trait resulting from a migrant background or 
why, in the eyes of the teacher educator, this trait cannot be found in other female pre-
service teachers.

What Mr Kaiser describes as the possibility of cordiality is treated by Ms Fischer 
dichotomously in the categories of closeness and introversion in the teacher occupation. 
She describes the behaviour of a teacher trainee towards the headmaster of the 
supervising school as having a lack of introversion and thus justifies the teacher trainee’s 
‘bad’ mark in the school’s report, which Ms Fischer then describes as discrimination. 
According to her, there should be a “code” in school, a “social” and/or “cultural code” 
as well [ll. 530-531]. Even though these pre-service teachers were born and raised in 
Germany, she believes that they would not have incorporated this “code” or “habitus”, 
and thus constructs a national-cultural perspective of origin: 

And that’s exactly what I’d imagine to cause cultural difficulties; I don’t know this exactly 
since the question about the teacher role is indeed, when it comes to […] physical 
closeness and distance, well these are rather questions that, right – so there are maybe 
ideas, even if you grew up here, if you have a Turkish origin for example, it’s also a 
question of which group you originate from, but there may be a different level of 
closeness, maybe also for the same sex, that isn’t, let’s say, wanted in German schools 
or that unusual or concerning the touching of students [...]. In a friendly, comradely, you 
know, when you walk around the room and you put a hand on his shoulder. [ll. 545-556] 

Ms Fischer draws attention to the expected behaviour of introversion in school, a form 
of behaviour that not only refers to the school, but also to ‘German’ culture. Additionally, 
she comments on the impossibility of imposing this behaviour and that this behaviour 
is often marginalized and made taboo in German schools in a way that could lead to 
discrimination. She assumes that it might lead to discrimination, and she pleads for 
tolerance for those showing inappropriate closeness. Here, the deviant behaviour is 
seen as the cause of discrimination due to a lack of tolerance, but the national-cultural 
underlying logic or the assessment of deviant behaviour are neither questioned nor 
considered to be knowledge relevant to racism.
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Finally, I will present an example to illuminate two aspects: firstly, the impossibility of 
a distanced controlled behaviour when formulating and determining a need to study. 
Secondly, it shows how the differentiation of pre-service teachers is reproduced in 
terms of which relevance is given according to the above-mentioned classifications. Ms 
Ziegler, for instance, sees pre-service teachers with the so-called migrant background 
as representing a great potential for learning – in this case for herself as a German 
teacher educator, and for other German pre-service teachers. Following the logic of 
model-based learning, she sees them as a model for their (and her) interaction with 
pupils with a migration background. At the same time, she underlines the necessity 
for these pre-service teachers to learn as ‘Germans’, for example when it comes to 
communicating with colleagues: 

Looking from the other way around if, for example, somebody with migration background 
looked at how I speak to other colleagues, he/she would see very different behavioural 
patterns or that some things apply or do not apply. I think this can be productive for both 
sides. I think that this is to an extent a diversity which you can see then. [ll. 1038-1041] 

The diversity to which she refers manifests itself in determining a certain behaviour 
within the migrationalisation of pre-service teachers. A ‘German’ behaviour is activated 
and made relevant in order to be an accepted member of the teaching profession. At 
the same time, however, when interacting with migrationalized pupils, the behaviours 
of migrationalized pre-service teachers are tolerated, and may even be supportive 
examples to learn from. Yet when interacting with colleagues these behavioural 
patterns of pre-service teachers are marginalized and rendered taboo.

4 Conclusion

The analysis of the teacher educators’ evaluation of novices shows the extent to which 
migration as a significant racialized marker and justification for the assignment of 
subordinated difference is inscribed in their tacit knowledge about pre-service teachers 
and pupils alike. The migration patterns show the reconstruction of racism relevance 
that exists in the training field of teachers’ professionalization and finds expressions of 
racism in the categorical classifications of ‘German’ versus ‘migrant’, thus in diametrical 
attributions. These attributions add to a doxa, as they do not require reflection, but 
are self-explanatory and can be communicated intersubjectively. Within the order 
constructed here, they influence the structural possibilities of professionalization: 
they determine matching possibilities for pre-service teachers and show the chances 
and limits of learning to become a teacher. Especially within this classification, the 
production of knowledge about ‘migrants’ shows on the other hand how the teacher 
educators as authorized spokespersons for the teaching profession conceptualize this 
profession in an essentialist way as being ‘German’. 

Pre-service teachers who are marked as migrants are turned into – without 
specific criteria – deficiently different and deviant, especially on the level of language 
and behaviour. Therefore, their migrationalized and racialized use of language and 
behaviour cannot be anything else but tolerated, marginalized or made taboo. At the 
same time, this production of knowledge embedded in specific perceptions of ‘how 
migration matters’ offers teacher educators a chance to introspectively interpret pre-
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service teachers’ performance, which happens through simplified and homogenized 
causes. This, in turn, can be attributed to a limited room for professionalization. For 
a pre-service teacher, being marked as ‘German’ is a privilege. In teacher training, 
having the chance to be ‘German’ is therefore symbolic capital and a way of enjoying 
possibilities for authorized speech. Migrationalized, racialized teacher trainees, are in 
contrast always on their way to becoming authorized spokespeople for the teaching 
profession, but are already considered as unauthorized spokespeople who do not have 
a say in the ‘German’ space – they lack the symbolic capital necessary for the process 
of becoming a teacher and will – this can be concluded here – never be able to acquire 
this, not even through the stages of professionalization in Germany’s three phases of 
teacher training they have to undergo.
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Abstract 

This chapter explores discourses in German education sciences that focus on 
the social categories of migration and disability, and confronts them with critical 
perspectives from disability and critical race studies. It weighs the historical 
development of Germany’s education system and its attitudes towards disability 
and differences related to migration society against the development of 
pedagogy as a discipline. The authors highlight that, in each case, processes of 
‘othering’ dominate educational practice and pedagogy, which also persistently 
shape debates in teacher education. In contrast to this, the article proposes that 
focus ought to be redirected and constructions of ‘difference’ should be critically 
questioned and incorporated within the context of an analysis of social ordering. 
This chapter concludes by elaborating concepts for teacher education that aim 
for an inclusive education system.

1 Introduction

As an item on the agenda of educational reform, ‘inclusion’ challenges teachers and 
teacher training in Germany to focus more strongly than ever on discriminatory 
practices and structures of educational institutions and their roles in producing and 
reproducing social inequality (Budde & Hummrich, 2013; Tervooren & Pfaff, 2018). 
Therefore, training teachers is in need of concepts and perspectives to enable students 
of all teaching professions to reflect on and consider heterogeneity and inclusion. 

Many students are required to understand and promote inclusion as a reform agenda 
in its educational, social, and pedagogical dimensions, though they themselves went 
through an educational system in which excluding learners with special pedagogical 
needs from ‘regular school’ was the prevailing norm. This is questioned fundamentally 
through the framework of the supranational UN Disability Rights Convention, which is 
binding under international law, and its implementations in national law. Students in 
German teacher education programmes are therefore challenged to search for new 
perspectives, as reflected by the words of a teacher education student after taking a 
course on inclusive education at a German university: 

So, it’s not so oppressive that one believes it’s somehow […] you’re […] um, forced to 
speak about topics like disabilities or special needs, but, um, […] makes it really clear, 
there are those people, we know them, and we just have to learn how to deal with them 
and to try [...] somehow to integrate these people too or truly be aware of them and 
include them in, in our everyday teaching routines.1

1  The quote (trans. by authors) comes from a group discussion with Bachelor’s students of various teacher education programmes. 
The data were collected in the project ‘Inclusive teacher education as a cross-sectoral task’ (promoted by the Federal Ministry of 
Education and Research within the project ProViel at University Essen-Duisburg as part of the funding program ‘Teacher Education 
2016-2019’). 
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This student is referring to a seminar he attended, in which the lecturer conveyed basic 
knowledge of special education in a way that this student perceived as positive. In 
speaking about it, he refers to disability as a category, the ‘otherness’ being ontologically 
justified. Children and adolescents who are construed as ‘disabled’ appear as the ‘new 
others’ of the inclusive school,2 and the student’s statements suggest that dealing 
pedagogically with the described group requires specific expertise. 

For the German educational system with its exclusionary structures relating to 
different groups of pupils, it is in no way a new phenomenon that special pedagogical 
knowledge and skills, which promise certainty in professional action (as called for in 
the student’s words) are connected to the social construction of specific groups. It 
is true that the social category of ‘disability’ is currently at the centre of attention in 
German teacher education programmes. Structural analogies are evident in the way 
the education system has dealt with migrant youth since the 1980s. They were also 
associated with specific problems and educated in specific school settings. Migrants 
and their children have been widely excluded from higher education.As this topic has 
been explored within education sciences, however, separate discourses were developed 
for these processes (of othering) within the discipline. 

In the following, we will explore discourses in educational sciences in Germany that 
focus on ‘migration’ and ‘disability’ and confront these with critical perspectives from 
disability studies and research into Critical Race Theory that interrogate contemporary 
culture and power structures. As a first step, therefore, we will weigh the historical 
development of the German education system and its attitudes toward disability and 
differences relating to migration society3 against the development of pedagogy as a 
discipline. We refer to parallels in the two discourses that both are based on processes 
of ‘othering’, and to the persistence of such interpretative approaches in current teacher 
education (1). In demonstrating those parallels, we propose that focus should be 
redirected, and constructions of ‘difference’ ought to be questioned and incorporated, 
within the context of an analysis of social ordering (2). On this basis we discuss conceptual 
ideas for teacher education aiming at an inclusive education system (3).

2  Special pedagogies legitimating ‘othering’ and discrimination in 
school: on the history of pedagogies of difference

Special education and ‘integration pedagogy’4, on the one hand, and education 
for foreigners and early intercultural pedagogy on the other hand, both begin with 
single social categories. Both approaches explore how success can be achieved by 
pedagogically addressing a counterpart construed as ‘other’, or a group explicitly 
identified as ‘special’. In their analysis of the historical treatment of heterogeneity 
in German-speaking education sciences, research and teaching, Marcus Emmerich 
and Ulrike Hormel (2013) use the term ‘pedagogies of difference’ to observe that the 
conceptual range used to define difference in the discourse of ‘difference pedagogy’ 

2  The concept of the regular school highlights the rigid distinction within the German school system between primary and sec-
ondary schools on the one hand and special schools on the other, thus reproducing a division of pupils into special and regular 
pupils. Inclusive schools claim to abolish this division.

3  We use this term to highlight that debates on the social category ‘migration’ in Germany go far beyond ‘ethnic diversity’ but 
include constructions of otherness relating to language, religion, nationality, physical appearance or feelings of cultural belong-
ing. The term thus tries to avoid addressing differences that are inherent in people but rather to understand them as socially 
constructed differences and bound up with national(ist) discourses and power structures in contemporary society. Mecheril 
(2003, 2018) has termed this “natio-racial-culturally coded orders of belonging” (Mecheril, 2018, p. 121) which will be introduced 
later in this article to describe these practices of differentiation. 

4  In Germany the term ‘integration’ rather than ‘inclusion’ lay at the core of the debate. UNESCO’s Salamanca declaration (United 
Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization, 1994), in which ‘inclusive education’ was claimed, has been translat-
ed as Integrationspädagogik (integration pedagogy). This concept starts from the idea of two different groups that are to be 
brought together again. 
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encompasses variety, diversity, heterogeneity, and inequality. Regardless of the 
number of terms used, it is invariably assumed that the social belonging of individuals 
makes the decisive difference for pedagogy (Emmerich & Hormel, 2013, p. 19). From 
this viewpoint, pedagogical perspectives on migration and disability are marked as 
contexts of knowledge production that justify specialising forms of pedagogy and, in 
the 20th century, legitimise exclusion from general educational institutions through 
integration in specific ones (Krüger-Potratz, 2005; Mecheril, 2004).5 

For example, for children and adolescents for whom a general learning ability 
was denied, so-called Hilfsschulen (schools for children with learning difficulties) that 
reduced performance expectations and introduced specific pedagogical concepts and 
practices were established at the end of the 19th century, against a background of 
educational and pedagogical considerations (Weisser, 2005; Pfahl & Powell, 2011).6 
Newly immigrated adolescents, on the other hand, remained excluded from formal 
education until the 1920s due to language differences and because they were viewed as 
foreign, or were educated separately with the explicit goal of maintaining homogeneity 
in classrooms (Krüger-Potratz, 2005, p. 67).

Beginning in the late 1960s, school rights and obligations for groups that had 
been excluded until then were systematically enforced. Schools for special education 
set themselves apart, and up to nine different types of schools were developed along 
medical classification models of impairments, according to the federal province. 
The professionalisation of special education followed: first as a further professional 
qualification for teachers and then, starting in the 1960s, increasingly as a fundamental 
course of study which distinguished between more and more disciplines within special 
education (Wittstock, 2002). 

Beginning in the late 1960s, ‘foreign’ or ‘national’ classes in the Federal Republic of 
Germany made it possible for the children of migrant workers to participate in formal 
education. However, this merely established the separation of newly immigrated 
children and adolescents in the school system (although this has been oriented to 
integration into mainstream classes since the mid-1980s), in the form of ‘international’, 
‘lateral entry’, and ‘welcoming classes’ (Reich, 2016). This was accompanied by the 
establishment of pedagogical research on ‘educating foreigners’, which primarily 
conceived pedagogy as a compensation for deficits in students conceptualised as 
migrants: the main focus was on language use and socialisation in the families of ‘guest 
workers’, who came to work for German companies based on bilateral agreements 
with countries mainly in southern and eastern Europe (Nohl, 2010). Examinations of 
migration in teacher education prevailed slowly but systematically, beginning with the 
turn towards intercultural pedagogy in the 1980s (Reich, 1994). 

The development of homogenising and segregating types of schooling is strongly 
connected to the differentiation between pedagogical approaches to teaching ‘different’ 
students, to being a subdiscipline of educational science, and as such influences 
teacher education. Accordingly, categorisation and ‘pedagogical othering’ are not only 
features of schools that segregate, but at the same time constitutive for ‘pedagogies of 
differences’ referring to specific categories.

To that end, discussions of ‘pedagogies of difference’, in the schools as in the sciences, 
establish target-group-oriented pedagogical views, procedures and expertise. Likewise, 
they suggest target-group-oriented professionalisation in teacher education leading to 
a body of experts responsible for teaching certain students. The differentiated study of 

5  The concept of ‘pedagogies of difference’ is not new, and refers to systematic discussions in the discipline that critically examine 
the concentration of education research and pedagogical concepts and forms of institutionalisation embraced by the education 
system in its orientation to and responsibility for specific social groups, and that have developed this in a special way using the 
example of intercultural pedagogy (Krüger-Potratz, 2005, p. 176; Mecheril, 2004, p. 214).

6  Though the history of separate schooling for children and adolescents with sensory disabilities or physical impairments in the 
European region begins much earlier, and is subject to a different dynamic (see for example Söderfeldt, 2013, pp. 104-116).
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special education disciplines with qualifications specific to the type of school requires 
selective competence and responsibility for a group described as special. This grouping 
of students is carried out through the use of diagnostic procedures that legitimise certain 
pedagogical approaches (for example Wittstock, 2002). Similarly, early intercultural 
pedagogy, with its orientation toward specific groups of migrants and the conveying 
of culturally relevant knowledge related to those groups (for example regarding types 
of greetings, lifestyles or social relations), can be understood as target-group-oriented 
until well into the 1990s (for criticism of this, see Reich, 1994; Krüger-Potratz, 2005). 

Since the late 1990s, interdependencies between various categories have been shown 
and references made to the impossibility of comprehensively describing any individual 
person (for example, Hinz, 1993; Merz-Atalik, 2001; Prengel, 1995). Nevertheless, the 
specification of target groups, with its promise of professional self-assurance that can 
be only hinted at through the opening quote from a student in a teacher education 
programme, who refers to the need to “learn how to deal with them and to try […] to 
somehow integrate these people”, has persisted all the way to current teacher education. 
The accumulation of knowledge of specific student groups, so the assumption goes, 
enables teachers to act adequately, supports them in their decisions, and demonstrates 
reasonable and promising pedagogical approaches. The fact that this pedagogical 
knowledge based on ‘difference’ persists as legitimate knowledge in current teacher 
education, and is compatible for students in their interpretative practice, can be shown 
using the results of discourse analysis regarding the way scholastic heterogeneity is 
examined in pedagogical publications (Budde, 2012). It is also evidenced by current 
curriculum analyses of how teacher education programmes examine knowledge about 
migration society (Doğmus, Karakaşoğlu, Mecheril, & Shure, 2018). 

‘Pedagogies of difference’ thus began by establishing an ‘othering’ perspective on 
young people construed as ‘disabled’ or ‘migrant’. From this viewpoint, difference is 
always seen as to the learning individual and ontologically anchored in the person 
as an essential expression or characteristic. School appears as an institution that 
must merely deal with difference. The participation of key educational players in 
generating difference remains widely unconsidered. However, since the end of the 
1990s, the significance of schools as institutions for the construction of difference 
has become a research topic (for example Gomolla & Radtke, 2002; Opp, Fingerle, & 
Puhr, 2001): practices of homogenisation in the school system (regarding disability 
see for example Feuser, 1995; regarding language see for example Gogolin, 1994) 
were indicated, conditions and constructions of differentiation when selecting schools 
examined (for example Gomolla & Radtke, 2002; Kottmann, 2006) or demonstrated that 
children and adolescents construed as ‘migrants’ are overrepresented in schools for 
special education (Kronig, Haeberlin, & Eckhart, 2000). This research (which criticised 
institutions) supported by perspectives regarding constructions of difference (which 
criticised power) introduced a change of perspective: the subject matter of the analyses 
is no longer the recipients of education, but the structures and organisations of the 
educational system. 
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3  Perspectives on migration and disability in pedagogical research 
that criticise culture and power relations

Perspectives on migration and disability that criticise culture and power have several 
things in common when it comes to the characteristics that they work out regarding 
the underlying social category. Based on an analytic research interest in processes for 
creating difference in social relations, it is asked how people are included or excluded 
from social orders of normality and which differentiation practices and constructions 
of difference are used. Moreover, the question is raised of which symbolic and material 
privileges or exclusions are associated with this. 

In the German-speaking regions, migration pedagogy (Mecheril, 2004, 2018; 
Messerschmidt, 2009) has established a pedagogical field of research that pursues 
racism-critical analyses of the emergence of orders of social belonging within 
educational institutions shaped by migration processes. “Migration pedagogy”, as 
worded by Mecheril (2018), “focuses on the effects of natio-racial-culturally coded 
orders on people and their learning processes, on processes of becoming a subject as 
well as on educational practices that reaffirm, yet also shift and sometimes transform 
these orders” (p. 131). In so doing, migration pedagogy refers to the critical race 
studies in education that have emerged in an Anglo-American context (for example 
Gillborn, Ladson-Billings, & Taylor, 2016), and to the British Cultural Studies project 
(Hall, 2000, 1994/2012), that mark racism as circulating knowledge that participates 
in the constitution of subjects. In light of questions about the inclusive and exclusive 
effect of notions about citizenship, physical appearance and (the allocation of) cultural 
orientation, as well as the privileges and exclusions related to these ideas, which 
Mecheril (2003, 2018) describes as “natio-racial-culturally coded orders of belonging” 
(Mecheril, 2018, p. 121), racism is understood as a cultural construction and powerful 
tool of interpretation that structures society.

Subjects are positioned in specific social and symbolic orders via repetitive citations 
of that discursive knowledge, and those positions materialise in legislation or 
institutional directives (Hall, 1994/2012). The central educational institutions during 
childhood and adolescence – schools – are therefore recognisable as agents for 
maintaining regimes of belonging or ‘dispositifs of integration’, as Shure (2016) coins 
it, and as a place to secure the national homogenising order (Karakaşoğlu & Mecheril, 
2019). At the same time, by analysing racism, the positioning of teachers and students 
as those affected by experiences of racism or as privileged individuals becomes the 
object of reflection.

Disability studies as international and interdisciplinary discourse also base their 
analyses on perspectives that criticise power relations (Goodley, Lawthom, Liddiard, 
& Runswick-Cole, 2019; Meekosha & Shuttleworth, 2009). Meekosha and Shuttleworth 
(2009) show that disability studies that were established in the Anglo-American sphere 
by or before the 1990s were associated with concepts of criticism from the beginning. 
These draw upon the work of the Frankfurt School, but they differentiated in various 
ways, so meanwhile they are framed as ‘critical disability studies’ in an international 
context. Besides this central feature, both authors name three further interests: the 
development of a complex concept of disability; the influence of poststructural ideas 
of the subject, such as those worked out in American cultural studies; and a distancing 
from debates that “have co-opted disability studies for simply normalising ends” 
(Meekosha & Shuttleworth, 2009, p. 51). 
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The development of disability studies in the German-speaking countries has 
displayed a powerful dynamic since 2000, drawing on a delineation from the auxiliary 
disciplines of medicine, pedagogy and psychology. In the centre of earlier German-
language disability studies, theory building resulted from interdisciplinary discourses 
and from engaging in further debates regarding difference, such as gender, queer, or 
postcolonial studies. In so doing, interdependencies with other social categories and 
the historicity of the separate, presumed category were considered (Tervooren, 2000, 
2003a; Waldschmidt, 2003). As such, they also currently mark reconstructive inclusion 
research (for example Budde, Dlugosch, & Sturm, 2017).

Disability studies criticise the long-prevailing rehabilitation paradigm that disability 
from a medicinal and diagnostic perspective is understood as an individual restriction 
that must be dealt with in the subject.7 Strategies of power that constitute the norm as 
the centre and its opposite as the periphery thus become the actual object of analysis. 
As Tervooren (2003b) points out, even abled bodies require explanation if disability and 
its opposite can be understood as historical and time-bound sociocultural concepts 
and not as ‘biological facts’. Dealing with the topic of disability then equally relates to 
people with and without disabilities (Tervooren, 2003b, p. 283). Mechanisms of ableism 
(Beratan, 2006; Campbell, 2009) – a concept taken from English-language debates that 
is based on a ‘phantasm of (in)vulnerability’ as Tervooren (2003b) calls it – refer to the 
cultural and social production of an assumed normality. This works with the narrative of 
an autonomous and rational, able-bodied human subject that negates the experience of 
living with a disability that almost all people will have during their lives. In the German-
language debate, Buchner, Pfahl and Traue (2015) assert that disability in the context of 
ableism can be understood as an intersubjective and social relationship. They criticise 
an ‘imperative of ability’ within an achievement-oriented society that is connected with 
a compulsion to be a capable subject. Against this backdrop, it can be understood how 
school embedded in social orders produces concepts of normality and standards of 
ability thus producing ‘normal students’ on the one hand, and legitimises a labelling or 
even exclusion of those who do not meet those standards on the other hand (Buchner, 
2018; Merl, 2019). 

Perspectives of critical disability studies and the criticism of racism analyse processes 
of the social construction of belonging and capability in their respective social conditions 
of national orders of belonging and social constructions of normality. In doing so, 
they trace constructions of norms and of difference in their emergence and in their 
continuance. When regarding the approaches subsequently, interdependencies as well 
as parallels between the lines of difference of disability and migration come into view 
(Akbaba & Buchner, 2019; Amirpur, 2015; Amrhein & Heinemann, 2019; Attia, 2013; 
Powell & Wagner, 2014; Wansing & Westphal, 2014).8 

Theoretical approaches that have constructions of ability as well as race as their 
object illustrate how interpretations of difference take up and reproduce an overall social 
knowledge of differentiation. Interpretations regarding disability and migration have a 
productive relational character. The distinctions made are visible as a culturally systematic 
practice of ordering knowledge in a modern, capitalist society (Attia, 2013) that stabilises 
power structures in a social context. It can thus be worked out why categorisation 
processes in the everyday world, but also scientific and scholastic ones, so persistently 
prevail, continue and differentiate across the institution’s organisational logic. On their 

7  With the terms ‘social model of disability’ (Oliver, 1996) and ‘cultural model of disability’ (Snyder & Mitchell, 2006), reference is 
made to various research traditions within disability studies that focus on social barriers to participation in society, on the one 
hand, and symbolic arrangements and the generation of normality and deviation on the other. 

8  New developments (for example Ferri, Connor, & Annamma, 2016; Taylor, Gillborn, & Ladson-Billings, 2015) lead to an inter-
dependency of the perspectives of critical race studies and critical disability studies. Annamma, Ferri, and Connor (2018) have 
coined the term ‘Disability Critical Race Theory’ in this context.
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basis, claims of categorising and professional self-confidence relating to target groups 
can be fundamentally questioned.9 Although, however, systematic reflections and initial 
proposals for consequences for teacher education have already been presented in 
German-speaking countries (Dirim & Mecheril, 2018; Doğmuş, Karakaşoğlu & Mecheril, 
2016; Karakaşoğlu & Mecheril, 2019; Shure, 2019; Steinbach, 2017), a systematic 
exploration of the category of disability through the lens of a critique of the associated 
constructions of difference in teacher education has yet to be carried out. 

4  Perspectives on disability and migration that criticise 
contemporary culture and power relations: Spaces for reflection 
in teacher education? 

These statements have referred to far-reaching parallels in the reference made by 
education sciences and pedagogy to the categories of migration and disability. Even 
for the approaches to racism research and critical disability studies that criticise power 
and have those relationships as their object, structural similarities can be traced. Which 
perspectives will now be opened by dialogue with those analogies in teacher education, 
to incite students to critically engage with cultural and social processes for creating 
difference? 

Comparing pedagogical and theoretical approaches to dealing with differences can 
lead to a paradigm shift in teacher education: when examining disability and migration 
from the theoretical perspectives of the critique of culture and power, difference 
is no longer assumed as an objective fact in an ontological sense. Constructions of 
difference, their emergence, significance, and operating principles (in school practices 
of differentiation, for example), are instead analysed regarding their embeddedness 
in social power structures. To understand the generalities of scholastic organisational 
processes, of pedagogical practice, and of disciplinary as well as everyday knowledge in 
the world, students are invited to practice analysing various attributions of difference 
and pedagogical categorisations from theoretical perspectives critically engaging with 
culture and power. The meaning of this kind of analysis for the emergence of human 
subjects in an overall social, powerful practice of differentiation and order will be shown 
against this background. 

A comparative observation of relationships of differences should not lose sight of 
the specific social conditions that bring them about. At the same time, they should not 
neglect the special discriminations and associated experiences to which they lead. The 
very cross-category examination of how pedagogy treats relationships of difference can 
open our eyes to the special features of their social conditions, and to specific experiences 
and positions of key players. At the same time, they can contribute to an understanding 
of historical continuity and clarify why pedagogies of difference continue to prevail so 
persistently in institutions, in pedagogical practices, and as legitimate knowledge in the 
field of teacher education, although they have been criticised since the 1990s. 

When demonstrating structural similarities in the examination and institutional 
handling of various social orders as course content in teacher education programmes, 
a historical formation and the alterability of those social relations become visible. In 
doing so, according to the thesis propounded here, basic assumptions and epistemic 
certainties of students can be fundamentally questioned. When it comes to its target 
groups, teacher education can not only focus on student teachers as members of 

9 A more in-depth criticism of this certainty of action in current pedagogical discourses on inclusion can be found in Shure (2017).
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majority society, unlabelled, white, or non-disabled teachers, and therefore indirectly 
exclude students who are positioned differently. Instead, it must provide ways of 
critically observing one’s own practice of signifying (Gottuck, 2019, p. 95), in which 
what is general in society is updated, and ways of questioning promises of professional 
sovereignty (Messerschmidt, 2016), in our case, made by pedagogies of difference. 

By examining relationships of difference, students are deprived of a social order that 
previously seemed obvious – they experience a loss of language if they abandon the 
use of categories against the background of the criticism outlined. Hoffarth, Klingler, 
and Plößer (2013) explain that loss of language as a constitutive moment in teaching 
about relationships of difference. According to Hoffarth and colleagues, irritation is to 
be understood as a pedagogical potential. Irritation consists first of all in a moment of 
not knowing, more precisely of a moment of not being able to verbalise. This loss of 
certainties can lead to questioning valid norms and the prevailing social order. Irritation 
can thus also make clear the contingency of one’s own view of the world (Hoffarth, 
Klingler, & Plößer, 2013, pp. 61-62). Potentials of comparative research of constructions 
of difference also lie in analysing the production of otherness in speaking, for example 
in pedagogical diagnoses and in selection processes. 

However, if teacher education is questioning students’ knowledge, practices and 
experience, those examinations can generate opposition and defensive reactions. Calls for 
critical reflection can be experienced by students as a questioning of a future pedagogical 
and professional ability to act (Arens et al., 2013; Messerschmidt, 2016). Examinations 
of power-related differentiations and scholastic differentiation processes can lead from 
knowledge that stabilises action to knowledge that relieves action if they do not only 
lead to moralising criticism and work on individual prejudices on the part of teachers, 
but open up perspectives of social and institutional criticism. Furthermore, as is the case 
for exercising new practices of designation that explicate the constructive character and 
make transparent the conditions for its production, the comparative examination of 
relationships of difference and social orders makes space for achieving that end.

So that students can concern themselves with their own interpretative practice 
regarding natio-racial-culturally coded orders of belonging and ability constructions and 
reflect on the meaning of their own positioning within those orders, room for reflection 
that relieves one of the burden to act must be set up. At the same time, offers must 
be formulated in which they may distance themselves from the numerous conflicting 
demands placed on them, or appeals made to them as future ‘good teachers’, and 
‘alienate’ them, so to speak. This will open up leeway to expand the view of their future 
field of action with regard to the theoretical foundations of society. 

According to Karakaşoğlu and Mecheril (2019, p. 19), a professionalisation that takes 
inclusion into account therefore is oriented towards a ‘sensitivity for difference’ and 
‘criticism of discrimination’ that connects with perspectives of social and institutional 
criticism. At the same time, it opens up room for reflection in which, with a view to the 
future field of action, a reflective practice on the contradictions of a future action can 
be exercised without addressing the students as solely responsible ‘change agents’. 
For a long time, concepts have been discussed in teacher education that give student 
teachers opportunities to reflect. To that end, research-oriented or case-related and 
casuistic settings (Geier, 2016; see various chapters in Gottuck, Grünheid, Mecheril, & 
Wolter, 2019; Mecheril & Rose, 2012; Steinbach, 2017) have so far been discussed as 
possible teaching formats. In those settings, the theoretical and methodological and 
methodical potential that qualitative, interpretative research can have for pedagogical 
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professionalisation processes that are sensitive to differences becomes clear. A 
systematic design that combines perspectives of category and power criticism with 
concepts of research-based learning has yet to be developed.
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Abstract

Power relations and societal inequalities are rare subjects in teacher education 
when focused on differences. This contribution explores a specific idea of 
critical reflexivity drawing on two theoretical approaches: subjection theory and 
postcolonial theory. In doing so, the paper examines the extent to which these 
approaches and the associated perspectives on teacher education can contribute 
to a professionalization of teachers in and for migration society without reducing 
professionalism to the competent handling of ‘the others’. 

1 Introduction

The starting points for our considerations are three observations that raise questions 
about teacher education within the entanglements of the migration society and address 
the significance of theories of power for the professionalization of teachers: Firstly, the 
focus on (pre-service) teachers’1 ability to deal with ‘the others’ is becoming increasingly 
relevant. This is mostly a matter of teaching so-called competences to compensate for 
the deficits of the ‘others’ while leaving unthematized what the ‘actual problem’ is (Castro 
Varela, 2002, p. 46). The ‘actual problem’ can be described as hegemonic conditions of the 
migration society, also constituted and ‘legitimized’ by race constructions. Within these 
societal conditions, a rather mechanical understanding of pedagogical professionalism 
as a set of skills for handling pedagogical situations prevails (Karakaşoğlu, Mecheril, 
Shure, & Wojciechowicz, 2017).

According to Astrid Messerschmidt (2013, p. 9), teacher training is dominated by 
questions of teaching respectively methods and techniques aiming at the transfer of 
knowledge to students. According to Gayatri Spivak (2008), this can be considered a 
manifestation of a “progressive rationalization of education” (p. 2). The entanglement of 
knowledge and power, the actors’ involvement in social power and inequality relations 
as well as in violent processes of the production of ‘legitimate’ and ‘illegitimate’ subjects 
are left thereby out of sight.

Secondly, we assume that the focus on this technologically understood capacity as 
an ability of pre-service teachers to act appears problematic not only in the context 
of migration, but also from a perspective of professionalization theories (Combe, 
2015; Helsper, 2008, 2016). The structural theory approach to teacher professionalism 
assumes that pedagogical action is not a standardizable action that can be developed 
by practicing certain processes and routines (Helsper, 2008, p. 164). This approach 
explicitly distances itself from the idea of teacher education that aims at conveying 
theory-based tricks as a kind of toolkit for correct teacher action (Helsper, 2016, p. 103). 
Rather, pedagogical action is understood as acting in uncertainties and antinomies. 
The complexity of pedagogical situations requires therefore the development of a (self-)

1  We understand ‘pre-service teachers’ to be students who are enrolled in a teacher education program and working toward teacher 
certification.
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reflexive, scientific and epistemological-critical habitus within the framework of teacher 
education (Helsper, 2016, pp. 103-107). This form of (self-)reflexivity is, however, rather 
proposed as an (alternative) normative orientation, which does not necessarily question 
the scientific basis or the powerful and violent conditions of inequalities.

Thirdly, an increasing use of the concept of reflexivity can be observed in the context 
of teacher education (Messerschmidt, 2014, p. 63). It is largely undisputed that pre-
service teachers should dispose of something like ‘the ability to reflect’. At the same 
time, it often remains vague or even completely undefined what exactly characterizes 
reflexivity, what constitutes a (self-)reflexive habitus and what actually becomes the 
object of reflection (Berndt, Häcker, & Leonhard, 2017). In addition, reflection as a 
concept increasingly becomes a cipher of the right thing, in which any possibilities of 
negativity and opposition seem to be impossible and excluded (Messerschmidt, 2014, 
p. 64). Due to a high degree of establishment of the concept, a (frequently exclusively) 
positive connotation, and at the same time a rather diffuse conceptualization, reflexivity 
becomes a normative reference that can apparently be used for all sorts of purposes.

Drawing on these three starting points, we would like to explore a specific idea of 
critical reflexivity through two theoretical approaches: subjection theory and postcolonial 
theory. In doing so, we examine the extent to which these approaches and the associated 
perspectives on teacher education can contribute to a professionalization in and for 
migration society without reducing professionalism to the competent handling of ‘the 
others’. In the following, we will first outline the theoretical orientations that are important 
for our ideas and linked to the terms subjection (section 1) and postcoloniality (section 
2), before asking (section 3) in what way these theoretical perspectives lead us to an 
understanding of a critical-reflexive professionalization for teachers in a migration society.

2 Perspectivations of subjection theory

For our considerations on reflexivity in the context of pedagogical professionalization, 
the conceptualization of the subject is important. In subjection theories, such as in Judith 
Butler’s work, the subject is theorized as subjected to dominant discourses and societal 
conditions but not as determined by them. It is conceived “as a linguistic category, a 
placeholder” (Butler, 1997b, p. 10) and understood as what Judith Butler (1997b) calls “a 
linguistic occasion” (p. 11) through which the individual can obtain a social existence as a 
concrete someone. The assumption of the sovereignty of the subject, its independence 
and self-determination in its being and actions, is replaced by a focus on the unfinished 
and unfinishable processes of becoming, of subjection. As a result, the subject is “never 
fully constituted, but is subjected and produced time and again” (Butler, 1995a, p. 47).

From this point of view this becoming (subjection) takes place through processes 
of interpellation and iterative acts of meaning performance and meaning production, 
in which an individual is repeatedly addressed as a specific someone. Discursive 
formations of social orders include and provide categories and designations for this act 
of interpellation that are socially established and enable individuals to be recognized 
(intelligibility) in a certain subject positioning. In this sense, the subject is conceived 
as an effect of discourses and power relations that precede the subject as normative 
requirements of the social.

At the same time, we connect to Judith Butler’s ideas on agency of the subject theorized 
as depending on its social existence in discursive orders. By agency, Butler means that 
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subjects can relate to and produce the discourses that constitute them. This is relevant 
for an understanding of critical reflexivity, which we understand as a requirement and 
a facet of agency. Nicole Balzer and Katharina Ludewig (2012) elaborate two central 
ideas on forms of agency according to Judith Butler: a) the reiterating subject, and b) 
the subversively acting subject.

a) The condition for becoming a subject is that subjects repeatedly relate to norms 
and discourses, cite and re-articulate them. Since discourses are continually invoked 
and inevitably varied, fundamental moments of the subjects’ agency arise “precisely at 
such junctures where discourse is renewed” (Butler, 1995b, p. 135). Consequently, the 
agency of subjects is interwoven with the conditions of the discursive or linguistic field. 
It is not a characteristic of the subject, but rather “the effect of discursive conditions” 
(Butler, 1995b, p. 137). Butler (1997a) summarizes: “The one who acts […] acts precisely 
to the extent that he or she is constituted as an actor and, hence, operating within 
a linguistic field of enabling constraints from the outset” (p. 16). According to these 
considerations, agency does not unfold beyond the linguistic field, but is an immanent 
moment of this field.

b) The (re-)iteration as a crucial moment of interpellation is further relevant for an 
understanding of critical reflexivity insofar as subversive forms of agency are also made 
possible in the repetitive performance – namely to strengthen those articulations of 
norms, in which norms are invoked in such a way that they are shifted or changed (Balzer 
& Ludewig, 2012, pp. 108-112). For Butler (1997a), this subversive agency “promises to 
expose the vacillating boundaries of legitimacy in speech” (p. 41) and reworks “that very 
matrix of power by which we are constituted” (Butler, 1995a, p. 47). The act of relating 
to the norm becomes “a potential site for politicization” (Butler, 2004, p. 217), while a 
subversion becomes possible “only within the practices of repetitive signifying” (Butler, 
1990/2002, p. 185). Butler theorizes subversive agency as related to a critical-reflexive 
insight into the own subjection and dependencies of one’s own agency for constituting 
conditions. 

The subject’s capacity to reflect on the conditions of its becoming and to re-articulate 
them is discussed as post-sovereignty. As Paula-Irene Villa (2012, p. 56) notes in her 
analysis of Butler’s work: the subject acquires this post-sovereign ability to critically vary 
the conditions that produce it, when the subject no longer thinks of itself as necessarily 
sovereign or autonomous. Insight into the illusion of sovereignty is thus a prerequisite 
for critical and subversive action. In this sense, critical reflexivity can be understood as 
the capacity of a subject to make oneself – the way of its own becoming and ‘Bildung’ – the 
subject of reflection (Butler, 2002, p. 129). Even if Butler theorizes reflexivity and agency 
in this way, this does not mean a return to an autonomous sovereign understanding 
of the subject. The subject is not only bound to reflexivity, but its becoming goes 
hand in hand with a socially created reflexivity that is subjected to the discourses and 
conditions of a specific subject position: “the formation of the subject is the institution 
of the very reflexivity that indistinguishably assumes the burden of formation” (Butler, 
2001, para. 51). Seen in this way, reflexivity is a structural moment of the subject 
and not a cultivated skill that can be acquired, for example, within the framework of 
professionalization processes. Reflexivity is the fluid and situated disposing condition 
under which the discursively disposed view of the self is turned on itself. This makes 
a specific form or modus of reflexivity, a form of critique, possible, which enables one 
to have an insight into the illusion of being able to control oneself, others and social 
situations. This form of critique is bound to the relational and formative conditions of 
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subjection and therefore immanent in practices of social contexts (Ricken, 2019, p. 111). 
It is only by relating critically and reflexively to oneself and social contexts that the post-
sovereign insight into one’s own limited agency becomes possible. 

A theoretical perspective on subjection enables an understanding of reflexivity as 
focused on the discursive conditionality of subjectivity and at the same time as containing 
the transformational potential for societal conditions. Reflexivity therefore seems to be 
a fundamental ability of the post-sovereign subject to influence the institutional and 
discursive norms, to question and shift them, which is, in our opinion, a crucial point of 
teacher education in a migration society.

3 Perspectivations of postcolonial theory

Our remarks on the theory of subjection can be extended by including aspects of 
postcolonial theory when addressing questions of teacher professionalization in the 
migration society. By postcolonial we mean approaches that deal with the aftermath 
of colonialism in the present. Colonial continuities in the form of processes of re-
colonization or neo-colonization, the persistence of colonial knowledge, the legacy of 
colonialism as well as practices of resistance, processes of decolonization and liberation 
from hegemonic conditions are the focus of the analysis (Castro Varela & Dhawan, 
2015, p. 17). The interest of postcolonial theory in the analysis of power relations 
and hegemony as well as the subject positions associated with unequal possibilities 
is based on normative orientations towards a productive shift of these relations. The 
hegemonic relations become an object of analysis and critique with the goal of societal 
and epistemic change.

Regarding teacher education, the relational connection between privileging and de-
privileging as a central analytical focus of postcolonial theorizations is of interest to us. 
Postcoloniality refers to the phenomenon of ‘glocality’ – namely global dependencies 
and geographical (radical) contextuality – and to the material conditions of these global 
relations. In doing so, the capitalist modes of production come into view, subjugating 
‘men and nature’ to the anonymous rule of the material constraints of surplus-value 
production and fueling the imperialist and racially-based project of nation-states (Castro 
Varela & Dhawan, 2015, p. 12). Postcoloniality emphasizes a historical contextuality that 
refers to the emergence of global dependencies and their social and epistemic orders. 
Postcolonial approaches ask about the epistemic, social and geographical places and 
contexts of thinking and saying, as well as how they emerged. They attempt to reflect 
on how knowledge generates orders of (global) inequalities and (de-)privilege, which 
manifest themselves especially in local practices and articulate themselves with and 
within subject relations.

If in postcolonial perspectivations the historicity of knowledge is emphasized on a 
global scale, then they not only draw attention to the repeated failure of unambiguous 
determinations, as Messerschmidt (2007) puts it, but also provide an insight into the 
fact that knowledge is historically and contextually situated. However, postcoloniality 
also describes the fact that specific views of the world and perceptions of the world 
are always inscribed in orders of knowledge. These orders privilege certain modes of 
knowledge, while other perceptions are de-privileged or marked as less legitimate, 
suppressed or completely extinguished (Castro Varela, 2016, pp. 48-49). This calls into 
question the limits and possibilities of structural and symbolic representation.
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Postcolonial approaches allow us to analyze and intervene in the universalization 
and unambiguity of knowledge and norms and thus the conditions of subjection. 
Knowledge from this perspective is always to be understood as particular; it is seen 
as context-specific and geographically bound, just as it depends on the social position 
from which it is articulated. María do Mar Castro Varela emphasizes that knowledge is 
never universal and can never be applied without consequences (Castro Varela, 2016, p. 
53). In this analytical intention, not only one’s own, but also the theoretical assumptions, 
the orders of knowledge and cognition, the epistemic preconditions of social practice 
are examined critically and every action, including critique, is involved in a practice that 
is structured by relations of difference and dominance.

From a postcolonial perspective, the connection between the epistemic order, social 
practice, and various subjectivities is articulated as global contexts in which privileging 
and de-privileging are thought of as relational to each other and intertwined. (De-)
privileging has far-reaching consequences for the different subject positions and the 
associated recognizable self-perceptions and perceptions by others, because it enables 
the framework within which something can be wished for, thought of, described and 
done. This is to be understood as intervention in deficit perspectives and victimizing 
discourses, with which global material and epistemic oppressive relations are 
strengthened.

The postcolonial analyses of privileging and de-privileging are thus devoted to the 
scientifically generated hierarchizing and naturalizing classification of human beings. 
The construction of a radical, incompatible and essentializing difference between 
individuals and of their ways of life is conceived through the concept of othering 
(Spivak, 1985; Riegel, 2016). These processes can be identified in meanings that position 
the subjects unequally within circumstances. In the rough and violent distinction and 
division into, for example, a civilized, democratic European ‘we’ and the inferior and 
irrational, yet to become civilized ‘others’, the reality-constituting difference between 
a ‘we’ and ‘the other’ is produced (Saïd, 1978; Hall, 1992). The construction of race 
categories and their varying articulations in economic and gender relations is the focus 
of postcolonial analysis. Last but not least this racialized and racializing knowledge, 
which continues to have an effect to the present day, should legitimize the domination 
and oppression of individuals as well as their exploitation and enslavement.

A postcolonial perspectivation thus enables an analytical approach that can address 
the interdependence of global relations of difference and power as well as their 
historical, political and discursive situatedness. From our point of view, this provides 
an important reflective angle for grasping pedagogical relations beyond the ordinary 
certainties and practices that tend to a technological understanding of handling 
pedagogical situations, but rather for critically examining the foundations that pre-
structure school practices and also academic debates.

4  Reflections on the development of critical reflexivity in teacher 
education

If we relate the outlined theoretical perspectives and their understanding of critical 
reflexivity to the context of teacher education, the basic assumptions and attentions 
associated with postcoloniality and subjection theory become significant in many 
respects: (1) The global and local orders pre-structure subjectivation in a way that offers 
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different possibilities of positioning, representation, and articulation, which did not 
emerge naturally, but which maintain their ‘legitimacy’ in the context of social power 
relations. At the same time, they build the basis for subject formation processes of the 
actors in the context of teacher education. Educational actors, who exert a decisive 
influence on subjects and their subjection occurrence, are prompted to deal with “[t]he 
sovereign conceit” (Butler, 1997a, p. 16). Teacher education operates often with the 
conceit of sovereignty and a technological understanding of taught abilities of (pre-
service) teachers (Messerschmidt, 2014). Our perspectivation in a certain sense calls 
for breaking with these rationalities, since, as Butler says, “agency begins where 
sovereignty wanes” (Butler, 1997a, p. 16). The illusion of sovereignty and its recognition 
and awareness is the starting point for the development of critical reflexivity, which 
begins in the confrontation with the conditionality and relative unavailability of being 
and becoming. As Villa (2012, p. 55) formulates, the subject gains on critical agency, if it 
recognizes itself as dependent and entangled into discursive structures, as the degrees 
of freedom are immanent for the complex relationships between discourse and subject.

In our view, these degrees of freedom (2) become relevant when we address teacher 
education as a context of professionalization for the school, which can also be understood 
and analyzed as a ‘space of disciplining and power’, as Grabau and Rieger-Ladich (2014) 
phrase it. For our argument, two powerful moments of this space appear relevant: one 
of them is the naturalising of difference in the school context. Naturalized differences 
articulate subject positions and cognitive or performative abilities of subjects. The 
difference is represented by the specific, failing, a-normal subject. This difference, a set of 
articulated material elements (for example body) and discursive positions (for instance 
boy-girl), is bound to unequal social possibilities and privileges. The focus on teaching 
according to the curriculum is likely to oversee this discursive and social mechanism of 
bringing differences to life in schools. This disciplining, subject-formative and forming 
mechanism create personal individuality. Connected to this, another powerful moment 
with a strong link to the naturalization of difference is canonized hegemonic knowledge, 
which defines possible social positions and (de)legitimates subjectivities, activities, 
and ideas. In schools also a specific knowledge set is deemed valid, while others are 
excluded. In this context, those subject positions appear as privileged, which are 
articulated within the normal and are likely to acquire canonized (validated) knowledge, 
but are not linked with bodies, which represent migration – in Critical Race Theory this 
is often marked as legitimizing white supremacy. In this conception, the school can be 
conceived as a violent context of subjection and normalization that produces and re-
produces inequalities; as a place where students not only acquire the knowledge set out 
in the syllabus, but also become acquainted with societal orders and their respective 
positions in these orders (Steinbach, Shure, & Mecheril, 2020). For teacher education, 
it means to question a professional self-understanding based on the assumption of 
difference as natural and on reflexivity regarding the success of canonized knowledge 
transfer and to develop a self-understanding as involved in the maintenance of societal 
inequalities in the context of migration.

Theoretical considerations on subjection and postcoloniality (3) cause a shift that 
is repeatedly formulated in the critique of the concept of intercultural competence 
(Mecheril, 2008). This critique demands a shift in attention away from knowledge about 
the others towards the contexts in which individuals become others (Messerschmidt, 
2007, p. 158). In this perspective professionalism should not only be understood as 
the ability to describe forms and norms of the recognition of subjects, but also as a 
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questioning of the logic of subjection and recognition. The questioning of social orders 
with their specific rationalities, technologies, and subjection patterns should be a 
crucial element of pedagogical theory and practices to enable less violent educational 
institutions. 

How can conditions be created in which the constitutive limitations and possibilities 
of subjectivity can be reflected in the context of the orders of difference and dominance 
in a migration society? How can new forms of recognition be established in which it 
would be possible for students, as Butler demands, “to solicit a becoming” (Butler, 2004, 
p. 44)? In other words, forms that refer to an open future of becoming and take into 
account the historical conditionality of the context in which subjection takes place (Villa, 
2012, p. 45). 

(4) Within the perspectivations of the theories of subjection and postcoloniality, 
critique could be emphasized as a central component of pedagogical professionalization. 
Namely critique as an instrument of analysis and reflection that would make it possible 
to analyze the subjection within the powerful social orders and to make violent 
practices of (de-)privileging that results from race constructions recognizable as power 
formations. In this sense, and according to Rahel Jaeggi (2016, p. 286), critique could 
be understood as an immanent critique that does not confront reality with a normative 
ideal. It is the inherent element of a social situation guided by the necessity of tracking 
down contradictions and transforming them into something new (Jaeggi, 2016, p. 
287). According to these considerations, it would be less a matter of proposing a new, 
concrete vision of self and world relations but, as Jaeggi and Wesche (2016, p. 8) think, 
the critical movement, as a critique of the old word, might lead to finding a new one. 
This is relevant, because all subjects are subordinated in social powerful formations 
and restricted to recognizable subjectivities. Criticizing these power formations might 
lead for all subjects to less restriction and violence. 

In any case, critique should be understood as a moment with a subversive, 
transformational potential for change, which does not take place beyond power 
relations, but which can nevertheless initiate a shift in societal relations. If, as Birgit 
Rommelspacher (1995) points out, hegemonic orders of knowledge and the social 
relations of dominance and difference are based not only on explicit approval, but also 
on a lack of criticism and the absence of criticism effectively means approval (see also 
Messerschmidt, 2009, p. 96), then neither universities nor schools can be understood 
as ‘neutral’ places. An understanding of pedagogical institutions as places that are 
involved in the reproduction of hegemonic social relations becomes significant. For the 
professionalization of teachers in a migration society, this would mean to reflexively 
refer to the ‘pretended given reality’ in order to develop new pedagogical standards 
and modes of practice. This includes actively producing alternatives which dismantle 
usual images and orders, enabling less restrictive self-images and self-relations in the 
migration society context.

In the sense of post-sovereignty, this would mean a different ability to act than is 
currently dominant in teacher education – not a compensatory, target group-oriented 
technological practice, but rather agency as critical intervention, as a shift and (re-)
constitution of pedagogical and societal orders. Teachers, subjected within the idea of 
post-sovereign professionalization, would not stick to an illusion of sovereignty, which 
recognized their insufficient knowledge, the impossibility to acquire full knowledge 
about the pedagogical opposite nor to always know what the right thing to do is 
(Mecheril, 2008; Wimmer, 1996). A post-sovereign professionalization of a pedagogical 
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ability to act would focus on a critical reflexivity in this sense as a crucial part of 
pedagogical practice. 

The theoretical approaches proposed in this chapter make the societal significance 
of pedagogical action within the school as a subjection context recognizable. With 
these perspectives, the critical reflexivity of teachers concerning positioning and 
interpellation processes in the school space can be addressed in their significance for 
social transformation processes – especially where race categories seem to be natural 
and self-evident. This understanding of professionalism appropriate for a migration 
society does not focus on a better understanding of certain target groups. Rather, it 
focuses on a better understanding, recognition and interpretation of one’s own powerful 
practices and the conditions of these practices, taking into account the question raised 
by Castro Varela (2013, p. 69): How could the social order be established that we seem 
to – although not totally undisputedly – consent to? 

Gayatri Spivak’s ideas would make it possible to relate the claim of (re-)constitution to 
the following aspects in the pedagogical context: pedagogical practice would be oriented 
towards an idea of education that does not think of education as instrumentalized in 
the neoliberal-capitalist sense. Instead, it cultivates an understanding of education that 
is beyond these logics and makes the imaginative an important object of education 
(Spivak, 2012, p. 1). This requires the ability to think and create a space that seems 
impossible (Castro Varela, 2002, p. 47).

In a (postcolonial) reflection, pedagogical action in a migration society would be 
oriented towards taking seriously the idea of teaching at both ends of the spectrum. 
This means cultivating a pedagogy that does not think of privileging and de-privileging 
as essentialist but as relational. It would be a matter of understanding the global context 
of positioning, of bringing about societal changes, of campaigning for one’s own rights 
and of becoming aware of one’s own privileges (Heinemann, 2019, p. 47). When Alisha 
Heinemann (2019) writes, 

while the training of the minds of the poorest aims at empowering them to take an active 
part in civil society and slowly change the oppressive hegemony, the training of the 
minds of the privileged aims more at un-learning their own haughtiness and sanctioned 
ignorance, (pp. 51-52)

she addresses this moment of pedagogy as a global context in which public-political 
orders are historically, socially, and geographically differently positioned but connected 
with subjects’ agencies and their ability to intervene critically in hegemonic orders. 
Gayatri Spivak (2004) draws attention to the structuring dependencies of subjective 
desire on epistemic and material orders when she speaks of the necessary “uncoercive 
rearrangement of desires” (p. 526, emphasis in original). This critical-visionary moment 
of a pedagogy could be approached in which the imaginative and affective structures of 
the subjects come together with the moments that structure them epistemically, thus 
allowing for rearranging desires by changing epistemologies (Spivak, 2012, p. 2).
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Abstract

Education policies and schooling in England continue to sustain if not exacerbate 
the simultaneous notions of assimilation into the mainstream whilst maintaining 
the discourse of the “Other” within. Teacher education continues to be part of an 
education system designed to assimilate Black, Asian and minority-ethnic school 
students be they newly arrived children of migrant families or born in England. 
The increasingly diverse pupil population is contrasted with a predominantly 
White teacher workforce which is mandated to promote fundamental British 
values, to act as state instruments of surveillance and to advance Eurocentric 
curricula to perpetuate the dominant discourse of whiteness. So, amidst this 
turbulent social and political milieu, how can teacher education be cultivated as 
a place for hope and change? This chapter shows how the whiteness of teacher 
education can be disrupted to advance student teachers’ understanding of race 
and racism, and how they can become catalysts for hope and change.

1 Introduction 

The chapter is a reflection on race and racism in teacher education in England. My 
research seeks to illuminate the deficiencies within teacher preparation with respect to 
race, racism and education and how best to educate teachers to work within ethnically 
diverse schools1. This chapter sets out how the teacher education landscape in England 
has changed over the last eight years and how these changes, in turn, are set against 
the turbulent political and social climate which has beset Britain since the vote to 
leave the European Union (EU) in June 2016. In many pluralist democracies the liberal 
expectations of equality are taken for granted. However, in recent times it seems that 
such societies have become less tolerant of racial diversity. This in turn is reflected 
within schools as evidenced by the rise in the number of racist incidents since June 2016 
(Okolosie, 2019). In addition, the war on terror against radical Islamists has elided into 
the classroom and teachers’ professionalism (Department for Education, 2011). Teachers 
have been mandated to promote fundamental British values, a term which has silently 
and seamlessly slipped from the government’s anti-terrorist legislation, Prevent, to the 
Teachers’ Standards (Department for Education, 2011). As such this has cast teachers 
as agents of state securitisation to monitor and police classrooms for youngsters at 
risk of radicalisation, whereby the gaze of scrutiny has fallen predominantly on Muslim 
students who have become targets of surveillance. 

The theoretical frameworks of critical race theory and whiteness are utilised to 
analyse the recent changes and the persistent inertia to adequately prepare newly 
qualified teachers to teach in ethnically diverse schools in England. The chapter presents 
an analysis of teacher education in England as a practice of whiteness (Lander, 2014). 

1  Schools in which there are pupils from different ethnic heritage groups such as Indian, Black African, Black Caribbean, Chinese etc.
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It concludes with suggestions for improvement to facilitate teacher education which 
meets the needs of our multicultural classrooms and constitutes progression in terms 
of race equality in teacher education.

2 Political and social climate in Britain 

Contrary to popular belief, the so called post-racial era (Dawson & Bobo, 2009; Nyak, 
2006) was no more than a construct to distract academics and society at large from the 
ongoing work required to progress race equality. Recent events in Britain, such as the 
rise in racist incidents following the vote to leave the EU (O’Neill, 2017, p. 6), the climate 
of intolerance of the ‘Other’ (Mompelat, 2019), the achievement gaps between students 
of colour and those from the hegemonic majority at university level (Higher Education 
Funding Council for England, 2018; Universities UK & National Union of Students, 2019), 
the persistent pay gap between people of colour and the majority (Chapman, 2019), 
as well as the rise of racism in schools (Okolosie, 2019) evidence the persistent and 
pervasive presence of racism in our society.

As people from Britain’s colonies arrived on its shores in the post-war years, the 
new immigrants, most of whom were people of colour from the Caribbean, India and 
Pakistan, came to fill the labour shortage but encountered hostility on their arrival. 
The signs in boarding house windows stating, ‘No Irish, No Blacks, No Dogs’, signalled 
their status as unwelcome outsiders whose contributions in the Second World War was 
short-lived in the memories of the government and its populace. Successive legislation 
to outlaw discrimination on the grounds of race have supported a climate of tolerance 
but racism has continued to be a malevolent spectre. This is starkly evident in the 
treatment of people who migrated to Britain on the ship the Empire Windrush from the 
Caribbean and who found themselves denied British citizenship, some of whom have 
been deported to the Caribbean because they did not possess documentation to prove 
their citizenship (Olusoga, 2019). This situation arose from the lack of documentary 
procedures on the part of the authorities. The “hostile environment” (Grierson, 2018) 
created by the Home Office, the UK ministry of internal affairs, against migrants has 
led to deportations or threat of deportation for the ‘Windrush Generation’ many of 
whom arrived in Britain as children with their parents. The far right has been growing 
in Britain and Europe (BBC, 2019). However, it has always been present in Britain in the 
form of the National Front and Britain First. Recently the far right has gained vicarious 
legitimacy from the Brexit campaign of the UK Independence Party (UKIP) which based 
its campaign on ridding the country of immigrants, so it is not surprising to learn that 
the number of race-hate crimes rose after the EU referendum in 2016 (O’Neill, 2017).

3 Teacher education in England

In the last census in Britain in 2011 about 14% of the population identified as Black, Asian 
or minority ethnic2 (BAME) (Office for National Statistics, 2012). The fastest growing 
group are people of mixed heritage backgrounds. Just as the population as a whole is 
changing to become more ethnically diverse, so is the school population in England. 
33.1% of primary pupils in state-funded schools are of minority ethnic origins, as are 
30.3% of secondary pupils. The ethnic diversity of English classrooms has continued 

2 This term is widely recognised and used in Britain to refer to people of colour or visible minorities.
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to increase year on year (Department for Education, 2018a). 21.2% of primary pupils 
and 16.6% of secondary pupils are exposed to a language other than English at home 
(Department for Education, 2018a).

Whilst over a third of the secondary and primary pupil population in England 
is composed of children and young people from BAME backgrounds, the teacher 
population does not reflect this ethnic diversity. In 2017, the majority of schoolteachers 
in England (whose ethnicity was known) were White British (86.2%), compared with 
78.5% of the working age population of England that was White British in the last 
census in 2011 (Department for Education, 2018b). There are very few teachers from 
other BAME groups: 1.9% of teachers whose ethnicity was known were from the Indian 
ethnic group; 1.1% Pakistani; 1% from the Black Caribbean group; 3.8% from the Other 
White ethnic group and 1.6% from the White Irish group; this compares with 3.0%, 5.6% 
and 1.0% of the working age population of England in 2011, respectively (Department 
for Education, 2018b). 

The management of schools in England rests predominantly with those from the 
hegemonic majority since 93.0% of headteachers (principals) are White British as are 
90.0% of deputy or assistant headteachers. Department for Education (2018b) data 
shows that headteachers were least likely to be from Mixed White and Black African, 
Bangladeshi, Chinese or from Other Black backgrounds. The BAME population of 
postgraduate pre-service teachers, which amounts to 18% according to the Department 
for Education (2018d), is higher than the teacher population. However, this statistic 
relates to entrants and previous research (Carrington & Tomalin, 2000; Cole & Stuart, 
2005; Jones & Watson, 1997; Jones & Maguire, 1998; Lander & Zaheerali, 2016) shows 
that BAME student teachers’ journeys through their initial teacher education or training 
programmes is challenging with the result that many do not complete, or take longer 
to gain, qualified teacher status.

There is clearly a wide ethnic difference between the pupil and teacher populations. 
This racial disparity3 is described by Chiu, Sayman, Carrero, Gibbon, Zolkoski, and Lusk 
(2017) as cultural dissonance, meaning there is a lack of understanding or disconnect 
between majority White teachers and their ethnically diverse students in schools. 
BAME children and youngsters are more likely to be taught by White teachers, and 
they are unlikely to see their ethnicity reflected in the body of people who teach and 
have power over them. Therefore, it can be assumed that the pedagogies employed by 
teachers from the hegemonic majority are likely to reflect majority values, knowledge 
and understandings. Yet how do we prepare our teachers to deal with race and racism 
in schools and classrooms? 

Given the social and political climate, key questions which must be asked are: How 
do we prepare pre- and in-service teachers in England to deal with racism in schools? 
How confident are our teachers in relation to topics such as race and can they deploy 
anti-racist pedagogies to counter the rising threat of racism? There are no specific data 
related to how well we prepare our future teachers to teach in a multicultural society4. 
However, each year the Department for Education issues a survey for newly qualified 
teachers (NQTs) to ascertain how well they were prepared by their universities or other 
non-higher education establishments for the teaching profession. The instrument, 
the Newly Qualified Teacher Survey is issued to all new teachers and notoriously the 
response rate is poor but nevertheless much import is placed on the outcomes of the 

3  This term refers to the difference between the BAME pupil population compared to the BAME teacher population in schools. 
BAME pupils do not see their ethnicity reflected in the teacher workforce.

4  A multicultural society comprises people from different ethnic groups, cultures, traditions, faiths and linguistic backgrounds 
living together in communities within a country.
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survey. In 2013, the survey consisted of eighteen questions aligned to the Teachers’ 
Standards (Department for Education, 2011) designed to ascertain the effectiveness 
of teacher education programmes. Between 2003 and 2013, there was one question 
which arguably could be considered to gauge NQTs’ preparation to teach within a 
multicultural society which was ‘How good was your training in preparing you to teach 
pupils from minority ethnic backgrounds?’ 

Figure 1:  Primary NQT Survey: How good was your training in preparing you to teach 
pupils from minority ethnic backgrounds? (Department for Education, 2013,  
p. 20)

Figure 1 shows the slow increase in NQT satisfaction regarding their preparation to 
teach pupils from minority ethnic backgrounds as good or very good. Given the low 
response rates to the NQT survey, approximately 40% of new primary teachers did not 
feel sufficiently well prepared to teach pupils from minority ethnic backgrounds, so 
entered the profession feeling insufficiently well prepared in this respect. There are no 
qualitative data on how these teachers fare within ethnically diverse classrooms. We 
do not know how they manage the learning and achievements of these pupils as new 
teachers. What stereotypes or deficit notions do teachers operate with when engaging 
with these pupils? Are these teachers left to sink? Or do they survive equipped only with 
classroom craft knowledge rather than a deeper understanding about the theory and 
practice of teaching in a racially diverse society? 

From 2005 to 2013, I was seconded to the Teacher Development Agency (TDA)5-
funded project called Multiverse which produced web-based resources and provided 
training to help providers of initial teacher education and training to better prepare 
pre-service teachers to teach in our multi-ethnic society. As the data from the NQT 

5 The TDA was a government quango set up to improve teacher education, recruitment, selection and retention.
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survey indicates, there was growing confidence in new teachers’ preparation to teach 
in ethnically diverse classrooms. In England, it is widely recognised that the NQT survey 
is a weak indicator to gauge teacher confidence since there is a low response rate, but it 
is the best national indicator we have to date. The growing NQT confidence in teaching 
pupils from minority ethnic backgrounds was borne out of the resources and training 
provided by Multiverse. But the arrival of a new coalition government in 2010 led to the 
withdrawal of funds for Multiverse and the archiving of all its resources. 

There have been passing references to race in the previous Teachers’ Standards 
enveloped in the term ‘cultural diversity’. In the current Teachers’ Standards there is no 
mention of how new teachers should be prepared to teach in multicultural classrooms 
and even the phrase cultural diversity has disappeared. The only reference to diversity 
is in relation to teachers’ preparation to teach pupils for whom English is an additional 
language. Also, in 2014 the NQT survey questions changed from: ‘How good was your 
training in preparing you to teach pupils from minority ethnic backgrounds?’ to ‘How 
well did your training, including your school placements, prepare you to teach pupils 
from all ethnic backgrounds?’ (Department for Education, 2018d, emphasis added). This 
appears to be a rather odd question since we all have ethnicity. Ethnicity appears to be 
interpreted as a facet or sole characteristic of those racialised as Black, Asian or minority 
ethnic, in other words people of colour. But if we all possess ethnicity the question is 
really asking how well we prepare our teachers to teach all children and young people! 
This is a bizarre paradox. Race seems to have been erased from the Teachers’ Standards 
and the NQT survey. This is a serious omission within two key documents related to 
teacher training which in the presence of increasing ethnic diversity in our schools 
appears anomalous. 

This change begs the question, has anything changed in the NQT Survey with the re-
phrasing of this question? Table 1 illustrates that new teachers still interpret the phrase 
‘pupils from all ethnic backgrounds’ as referring to racialised pupils of colour.

Table 1: Percentage of NQTs who felt Initial Teacher Training prepared them well for 
each aspect of teaching, by training provider (Department for Education, 2018c) 

It seems little has changed since 2013. Newly qualified teachers still do not feel well 
prepared to teach pupils from minority ethnic groups: 51% of new primary teachers 
reported to be prepared to teach pupils from all ethnic backgrounds in 2017. Yet in 

All NQTs Primary (A) Secondary (B) 

Promote British values such as democracy,  
liberty, mutual respect and tolerance 74 72 75

Teach pupils from all ethnic backgrounds 53 51 56

Teach pupils with English as an Additional 
Language 39 37 41
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2013, 58% reported their training prepared them well in this aspect. It is imperative 
that initial teacher education does better. There has been a notable increase in the 
number of pupils from minority-ethnic backgrounds and those for whom English is 
an additional language since 2006 and yet 11 years later just over half of English NQTs 
feel prepared to teach pupils of all ethnicities. The pupil demographics in themselves 
demand we better prepare new teachers for multi-ethnic and multilingual classrooms. 
But this does not appear to be the case.

4 Critical race theory and whiteness

The policy silences related to race within teacher education as evidenced by the lack of 
references to race or cultural diversity in the standards and the erasure of race from 
the NQT survey perhaps indicate the post-racial approach to race, ethnicity and racism 
within the training of new teachers in England. In analysing these silences, I utilise 
critical race theory and whiteness; specifically, I deploy the tools of whiteness (Picower, 
2009) to analyse the present absence (Apple, 1999) of race within pre-service teacher 
education policy, curriculum and practice.

Critical race theory (CRT) was started by Black scholars and has its origins in legal 
studies in the United States. It “comes from a long tradition of resistance to the unequal 
and unjust distribution of power and resources along political, economic, racial and 
gendered lines in America and across the globe” (Taylor, 2009, p.1). CRT advocates that 
racism is not just acts of violence, hatred or name calling, but is an ever-present facet 
of society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). It is evident through inactions, silent acts of 
omission, or deletion, acts of exclusion, or the apparent innocence of polite inclusion 
which fails to acknowledge the racialised experience of people of colour. This is the type 
of racism which goes unnoticed. It is embedded within policy and everyday practices. It 
pervades institutions and remains unchallenged. Gillborn (2008) refers to these as the 
“hidden operations of power” (p. 27) which construct and lead to disadvantage. 

CRT represents a movement of activists and academic activists who study the 
manifestation of power, race and racism. They seek to disrupt and transform the 
cycles which perpetuate race inequalities (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). CRT questions 
the concepts of liberalism and meritocracy which have been insufficient in addressing 
everyday and structural racism. Indeed, CRT scholars argue these deeply embedded, 
benign and seemingly unquestioned concepts are hegemonic constructions which 
serve to maintain the status quo of race inequality. According to Delgado & Stefancic 
(2017) CRT advocates that, “our system of white-over-color ascendancy serves important 
purposes, both psychic and material, for the dominant group” (p. 9). Importantly, CRT 
highlights the social construction of race, which has no biological basis, but is used as 
a tool by dominant society to manipulate, to switch it on and off, as it sees fit. Leonardo 
(2009) asserts, “whites created race in order to divide the world, to carve it up into 
enlightened and endarkened continents, and to delineate the white subject from 
the black object of history” (p. 124). Thus, this led to differential racialisation to suit 
the needs of a dominant society (Delgado & Stefancic, 2017). For example, in Britain, 
workers were needed to restart the economy and industry after the Second World War. 
The majority of these workers came from Commonwealth countries such as India, 
Pakistan and the Caribbean. They were people of colour, with different religions, such 
as Sikh, Christian, Hindu and Islam. At that point in history they were, perhaps not 
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welcomed with open arms, but they were essential to the country’s economic growth. 
Now, these people of colour and their descendants, in the case of British Muslims, are 
cast as extremists and terrorists. Differential racialisation is a tool implemented by the 
hegemonic majority to fulfil its interests. CRT exposes how any gains in equality for 
BAME people are only accommodated when such gain converges “with the interest of 
powerful Whites” (Taylor, 2009, p. 5). This phenomenon is referred to by CRT scholars 
as interest convergence, a concept forged by Derrick Bell, one of the founders of CRT. 
There are many cited examples of interest convergence in the US. For example, Bell 
noted that the civil rights gains for Black people were made in the period of the Cold 
War when the US needed to attract trade from nations in Africa and South Asia, nations 
populated by brown and black people who would be influenced by media images of the 
oppression of people of colour in the US as they struggled for their civil rights.

CRT postulates that if race is a socially constructed concept promoted by whites to 
stratify humanity whereby those belonging to the white group are superior, then this 
has led to racism as a facet of daily life. Taylor (2009), asserts, “the assumptions of 
White superiority are so ingrained in political, legal, and educational structures that 
they are almost unrecognizable” (p. 4). White superiority is ever-present and to most 
White people it is invisible, yet they benefit economically, politically and educationally 
from its potent power. White supremacy is, however, painfully visible and its effects 
tangible in the lives of people of colour.

The examination of whiteness enables the exposure of persistent structural and 
everyday racism and its perpetuation. Delgado and Stefancic (2017) note that the 
legal definition of whiteness in the US emerged from immigration law as the courts 
determined who would be afforded the privilege of living in the US. Unsurprisingly, 
the whites were defined “in opposition to blackness or some other form of otherness, 
an opposition that also marked the boundary between privilege and its opposite” 
(Delgado & Stefancic, 2017, p. 87). Whiteness is a social, political and cultural construct 
underpinning structural racism (Garner, 2010). It is a racialised discourse established 
over time to privilege those who are white and to maintain the interests of white 
groups. This is how it is linked to white people and how they gain from whiteness as a 
hegemonic discourse in most western societies. It is often silently assumed that Black 
and minority ethnic people are the deficient and the aberrant ‘Other’ (Said, 1978/2003) 
which is a persistent myth to maintain white privilege and disadvantage people of 
colour. However, discussions of whiteness shift the gaze from people of colour to the 
white hegemonic majority. Turning the spotlight to illuminate whiteness and how it 
facilitates historical and contemporary advantage on those racialised as white causes 
guilt, discomfort and inevitable hostility against those who dare to expose white racial 
advantage and privilege. When whiteness is exposed white people seek to defend and 
protect it.

Picower (2009) describes whiteness as an unthinking and uncritical stance towards 
race and ethnicity. She delineates the “tools of Whiteness” (Picower, 2009, p. 197), or 
strategies used by those racialised as white to shut down or divert and deflect discussions 
about whiteness, race or racism. She describes the first as the emotional tools of 
whiteness manifest in anger, defensiveness, guilt or evident in phrases such as ‘I can’t 
change anything so why bother’, or exclamations of innocence like ‘I don’t have a racist 
bone in my body’. The second are the ideological tools which are beliefs which maintain 
and protect white positions reflected in phrases such as ‘we’re all equal now’ or ‘we just 
need to be nice’. These ideological tools rely on maintenance of the ethical good self 
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and can draw on colour-blindness as a means to protect the ethical good self from the 
scrutinising spotlight used to expose the advantages accrued through whiteness. The 
third, Picower (2009) refers to as the performative tools of whiteness used to protect 
extant beliefs and practices. Silence is often used as a form of resistance, protection 
and control when issues related to race or racism arise. These tools of whiteness are 
thereby used to maintain the power of whiteness and the structures that uphold it.

5 Narratives of whiteness 

CRT and whiteness form the key theoretical framework relevant to the study of race and 
initial teacher education in England. Teacher education is imbued with hidden operations 
of power. These operations are evident in the lack of ethnic diversity in the teacher 
and headteacher populations, in the teacher education curriculum where references 
to race, racism or even cultural diversity are absent and where, most starkly, power 
operates through teacher educators and the race-absent pedagogical approaches they 
employ to prepare teachers for ethnically diverse classrooms. As will become clear 
later in the text, the structures of power are so entrenched in initial teacher education 
that, “Addressing racism in teacher education is a process of systematic and cultural 
change rather than a short term ‘fixing’ of a problem” (Sleeter, 2017, p. 164). As I have 
argued previously, the assimilationist approach to policy making in teacher education 
in England and the de-professionalisation of teachers has resulted in the inadequate 
preparation of new teachers to teach in schools where one third of pupils have Black, 
Asian or minority ethnic backgrounds (Lander, 2014).

One way in which whiteness is maintained in teacher education is through the 
predominantly white teacher-educator workforce (Lander & Santoro, 2017). In this 
section I examine data from research undertaken in an education department at a 
university in southern England. The research consisted of unstructured interviews6 
with twenty-five teacher educators (20 females and five males), who had completed 
successful careers in schools; all of them were white, and the majority had no experience 
of teaching in multicultural settings. Their lack of experience working in multi-ethnic 
schools and environments meant they had given very little thought to race or racism. It 
was likely they brought their limited experience or perhaps even their racial stereotypes 
into teacher education and may have had difficulty engaging with, or indeed may have 
been hostile to, debates on race, ethnicity and racism in education. However, these 
teacher educators should support student teachers, as Chiu et al. (2017) postulate, 

to view the classroom as a microcosm of the world and that each student is a unique 
representation of diverse experiences, values, abilities, understandings, approaches and 
beliefs. Pre-service teachers should be given the opportunities to think critically about 
diversity and culture in a reflective manner, (p.47) and I would contend to understand 
the operation and effects of racial power and privilege. 

What emerged from the interviews were narratives demonstrating and upholding 
whiteness. Using Picower’s (2009) tools of whiteness to analyse the teacher-educators’ 
narratives revealed the use of the emotional and ideological tools of whiteness. Space 
does not permit the full range of data to be shared or discussed so a small sample 
is presented here. When asked how race or ethnic diversity featured in her teaching, 

6  After gaining institutional ethical approval, teacher-educators were invited by email to participate in the research. Interviews 
were arranged at convenient times and venues for the participants. The interviews were one to one, and half an hour in length. 
The participants were asked to reflect on the ITE provision related to race and racism on their courses.



292 Vini Lander | Hopeful or hopeless? Teacher education in turbulent times

one respondent noted, “My modules don’t lend themselves to cultural issues”. 
This straightforward denial of ethnic diversity is an element relevant to this tutor’s 
pedagogical approach. The use of this emotional tool of whiteness absolved her from 
engaging with the issue of racial and ethnic diversity within her subject area thereby not 
only maintaining its extant whiteness, but consciously avoiding the integration of race 
or cultural diversity within the subject. Therefore, I would argue, providing a narrow 
and impoverished curriculum devoid of other cultural perspectives which constituted a 
poor curriculum role model for student teachers. When another respondent was asked 
about the inequality of outcomes for children from certain BAME groups, she said that 
she, “didn’t have time to fit everything in” but gives time “to do EAL7”. This was another 
example of the use of the emotional tools of whiteness. It was not an outright denial 
but a deflection, a move designed to provide a crumb of information which may serve 
to, as they say, “cover her back” in relation to teaching about diversity, but it was also a 
means to avoid further conversation about this educator’s responsibility with respect 
to preparing student teachers for ethnically diverse classrooms. The mere fact that she 
admits to covering EAL indicates a “box-ticking” approach to the subject of racial and 
ethnic diversity which is conceived neatly as related to children for whom English is an 
additional language, but not all of whom will be from visible ethnic minority groups. In 
reality, some of these children may well be from white eastern European backgrounds 
yet this tutor associates the term EAL with children of colour. This misconception may 
be transmitted through her teaching to student teachers.

It is not surprising that ex-teachers who have become teacher educators demonstrated 
a liberal, caring and measured approach to race in order to preserve the image of the 
teacher as a good and ethical being. In doing so they revealed how they deployed the 
ideological tools of whiteness to maintain white innocence and niceness. For example, 
one teacher educator said, “our students are nice people” and another noted, “we don’t 
want to add to our student teachers’ layer of worry, they are good people”. In using 
these semantic constructions both teacher educators were indicating that teaching 
student teachers about race and racism would be worrisome for them on top of all the 
other aspects of teaching with which they had to contend, as well as implying that race 
and racism were not important aspects of the students’ preparation to teach. When 
discussing passive racism with one respondent and how inaction with respect to racism 
could be construed as racist (the interviewer meant it was insufficient to merely be 
non-racist), she exclaimed, “That’s harsh! We don’t do that [...] we are nice [people]”. 
The invocation of teachers and teacher educators as “nice” was a key ideological tool of 
whiteness used frequently within the interviews. The teacher-educators used niceness 
to uphold their status and that of student teachers as ethical, caring and good beings 
who could never be associated with such an ugly and aberrant process as racism. No 
doubt, their conception of racism as the domain of far-right racist thugs jarred with their 
conception of themselves as nice, middle-class liberals who considered themselves as 
non-racists. From their white perspective they failed to comprehend the omnipresence 
of racism in everyday life, a fact painfully obvious to BAME teacher-educators, teachers 
and children. These white teacher-educators were complicit in the structural racism 
within teacher education and their failure to be actively anti-racist through the resources 
and pedagogies they employed simply contributed to perpetuating whiteness and 
maintain structural racism in teacher education, thus maintaining the status quo of 
white supremacy (Gillborn, 2008; Lander, 2014).

7 English as an additional language.
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Another tutor was “utterly, utterly shocked” that students on another course had not 
wanted to be taught by a Black tutor. This expression of shock can be analysed as an 
ideological tool of whiteness. This was another example of how this teacher-educator 
assumed that such an overt act of racism on the part of the students distanced her 
from this aberrant act and most importantly re-inscribed her liberal niceness and its 
associated and assumed non-racist status. However, this utterance of shock exposes 
her whiteness and complicity in maintaining racist structures within teacher education, 
such as a predominantly white curriculum, which insufficiently prepares student 
teachers for ethnic diversity. Overall these utterances reveal how the processes of 
racialisation and socialisation have served to inculcate whiteness in such a way that it 
seems innate. Such is the character of whiteness it is seen as a natural and ‘normal’ way 
of being. Thus, the power which sustains whiteness lurks unseen behind the curtain of 
normality and the tools of whiteness are deployed to ensure the curtain remains firmly 
closed. This is why teacher education is a practice of whiteness (Lander, 2014).

6 Implications and the way forward

If the small selection of views discussed above are prevalent in one institution, they are 
likely to be reflected in others. Then student teachers’ understanding of how race and 
ethnicity affect pupils’ learning and achievement, or any racial stereotypes or myths 
which pre-service teachers hold are going to go unchallenged and not developed 
beyond their everyday understandings by the educators who teach them. These tutors 
are not agents of change; they merely serve to consolidate and perpetuate the dominant 
discourse of whiteness which is often reinforced on school practicums. Thus the status 
quo is maintained through policy silences and the lack of opportunities to talk about and 
develop student teachers’ understanding about race, ethnicity and racism. What then 
are the implications of this lack of preparation to teach in our multicultural classrooms 
for student teachers? As illustrated above in the NQT survey results, they feel under-
prepared for the ethnic and cultural diversity of our classrooms. Racism is embedded in 
teacher education through the policy gaps and silences related to preparing teachers to 
teach in multicultural schools, through a predominantly white curriculum and through 
the tools of whiteness deployed to ensure there is a lack of preparation within pre-
service teacher education to serve the needs of our multicultural society. The pervasive 
and persuasive hegemonic nature of whiteness remains centred and unshaken. It is 
dutifully replicated through pre-service teacher education and thus white advantage 
succeeds.

However, if there are agents of change within initial teacher education willing and able 
to instigate change and shake some aspects of whiteness, then some hope and change 
is possible. As Sleeter (2017) contends, instigating any change in teacher education with 
respect to overcoming whiteness will require massive cultural change. I was able to do 
this on a small scale within one institution through introducing a citizenship specialism 
which developed student teachers’ understanding with respect to equality and diversity 
and deepened their understanding of race and racism in education. In addition, as a 
manager in initial teacher education, I possessed the agency and position to mandate 
equality and diversity education for all student teachers across the three years of their 
initial teacher education programme. These programme modifications developed some 
students’ commitment to race equality; they acted as catalysts and agents of change in 
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their student groups and on practicum. They developed confidence in engaging with 
their peers and tutors on matters related to race and racism. One student was even able 
to intervene in a racist incident she witnessed at a bus stop. In an email to me she said, 
“Please be encouraged, you are making a big difference” (personal communication, June 
22nd 2013). Teacher-educators with genuine commitment, knowledge and courage can 
carve out a space in teacher education to offer hope and provide tools for change in 
turbulent times to better equip our newly qualified teachers to be the hopeful agents 
of change in multicultural classrooms.
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Abstract

Social justice priorities are seen as some of the most compelling issues presently 
facing teacher education in transnational contexts. Yet such efforts are not 
without controversy and challenges even within relatively progressive policy 
environments such as Canada. Presently, educational priorities emphasizing 
anti-racist, decolonizing, and transnational perspectives are being redefined in 
new ways in the midst of the global COVID-19 pandemic and the momentum 
around the Black Lives Matter movement. I argue in this chapter that teacher 
education needs to move beyond reflective practice and incorporate more critical 
approaches if social justice is to be robustly enacted in schools and society. 
Drawing on the decolonial theory of Brazilian scholar Santos (2007), I use his 
concept of abyssal thinking to analyze prevalent racist stereotypes held by some 
teacher candidates in a Manitoba teacher education program, and advocate 
for critical discourse analysis as a promising methodology for challenging and 
overcoming such stereotypes. 

1 The Canadian context

Canada is characterized by diverse kindergarten to grade 12 (K-12) school demographics 
that include high numbers of migrant students among other diverse learner groups. In 
terms of immigration, 22% of Canada’s population of 36 million were first generation 
immigrants in 2016, with projections that within 15 years this number is likely to be 
closer to 30% (LaRochelle-Côté & Uppal, 2020). This context of robust cultural and 
linguistic diversity intersects with other complex facets of identity, including race and 
socioeconomic status, and sociopolitical influences such as activism in response to 
cases of police brutality among other injustices. 

The high numbers of migrant learners coincide with provincial policies and federal 
reconciliation mandates that enshrine inclusive educational programming and address 
Canada’s legacy of colonial genocide in its educational, social, and political interactions 
with First Nations peoples (for example, the National Inquiry into Missing and Murdered 
Indigenous Women and Girls, 2019; the Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 
2015). The National Centre for Truth and Reconciliation (n.d.) provides a description of 
the residential school system which underpins the need for reconciliation: 

For over 150 years, residential schools operated in Canada. Over 150,000 children 
[mainly Indigenous] attended these schools. Many never returned. Often underfunded 
and overcrowded, these schools were used as a tool of assimilation by the Canadian 
state and churches. Thousands of students suffered physical and sexual abuse. All 
suffered from loneliness and a longing to be home with their families. The damages 
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inflicted by these schools continue to this day. In 2009, the Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission of Canada began a multi-year process to listen to Survivors, communities 
and others affected by the Residential School system […]. to create a place of learning 
and dialogue where the truths of their experiences were honoured and kept safe for 
future generations. They wanted their families, communities and all of Canada to 
learn from these hard lessons so they would not be repeated. They wanted to share 
the wisdom of the Elders and Traditional Knowledge Keepers on how to create just and 
peaceful relationships amongst diverse peoples. (The National Centre for Truth and 
Reconciliation, n.d., right column) 

Therefore, teacher education that reflects social justice priorities is seen as one of 
the most compelling issues presently facing Canadian teacher education (Schmidt & 
Gagné, 2016). Yet such efforts are not without controversy and challenges even within 
a relatively progressive policy environment in which inclusive education, student well-
being, parent engagement, and anti-racism all feature explicitly in educational policy 
mandates and teacher education program content across Canada (Campbell, 2020). 
In the context of Manitoba, for example, to prepare teachers to respond to curriculum 
mandates in these areas, the University of Manitoba’s Bachelor of Education offers 
courses on inclusive special education, student well-being and well-becoming, and 
contested spaces (featuring anti-discrimination and the needs of marginalized 
communities). 

Presently, educational priorities emphasizing anti-discriminatory, decolonizing, 
and global perspectives are being redefined in new ways in the midst of the COVID-19 
pandemic, which has disproportionately harmed low-income communities, and the 
momentum around the Black Lives Matter movement generated by recent and egregious 
acts of police brutality against people of colour (Collie, 2020). An unprecedented systemic 
response is finally seeing the ubiquitous and unjust killing of black people by police as 
a crime. The impact of these two major events on all levels of society is significant, and 
parallel efforts to argue for a guaranteed basic income (Collie, 2020) and to challenge 
racism in the school system are accelerating and deepening (the editors of Rethinking 
Schools, 2019-2020).

2 A note about author positioning

Teacher education that can be considered socially just in terms of challenging racist, 
discriminatory, and colonial educational practices is not only about the ‘what’ and the 
‘how’ of teacher education theory, pedagogy, programming, and policy, but also about 
the ‘who’.  Mirroring the imbalance between the kindergarten to grade 12 teaching 
force and school student populations, a significant mismatch still exists between school 
communities and teacher candidates, teachers and teacher educators of migrant 
and Indigenous backgrounds (Schmidt & Schneider, 2016), and I and my work as a 
white, Canadian-born researcher with a settler (that is, non-Indigenous) heritage are 
implicated in that imbalance. 

In my 20-year career, I have striven to ensure that principles of equity, diversity, 
and inclusion underpin teacher education in my university. I have engaged in-depth 
with the research literature on teacher education in transnational contexts, recognizing 
that mobility within and across contexts is characterized by politicization (Gagné, 
Schmidt, & Markus, 2017). I have partnered with organizations serving marginalized 
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communities to enact critical programming and research, and designed, implemented, 
and researched a range of equity-based educational initiatives. These include efforts 
around diversifying the Manitoban teacher workforce, facilitating the safety and success 
of LGBTQ+ teachers in transnational settings, and providing professional development 
to challenge gender-based violence in the academy. I have learned that part of working 
toward social justice means that I, along with my scholarship and professional practices, 
am constantly a work in progress, with the ever-present need to regularly revisit and 
challenge my own position, practices, and priorities.

3 Research question and methodology 

I have learned in the course of my career that teachers’ critical engagement with 
educational discourses is neither automatic nor guaranteed. It is necessary to prepare 
teacher candidates1 to adopt a lens that challenges commonplace stereotypical 
discourses about migrants, such as problematic assumptions around migrants’ 
educational backgrounds, motives for coming to Canada, and engagement with the 
school system. I acknowledge that teacher candidates themselves comprise a diverse 
group, and while not all teacher candidates in the program in which I work are white, 
monolingual, and Canadian-born, most are. 

Starting with analyzing teacher candidates’ own texts has been crucial, and 
subsequently informs how they engage with policies, media, and other social discourses. 
I take the stance that such critical analytical approaches are essential for teachers to 
identify inequities in mainstream educational contexts in which power dynamics are 
often deliberately erased (Rogers, 2011). Teachers can then develop robust agendas for 
action that recognize and enact the vital role these play in systemic change. 

In the remainder of this paper I address the following guiding question: In light 
of the Canadian context and momentum generated by current social, political, and 
educational activism, what are some of the key considerations for teacher education 
theory and practices that advance social justice in comprehensive and robust ways? 
Relevant literature, rather than presented in a stand-alone literature review, is 
interwoven throughout the chapter.

I analyze an example from my professional practice to consider my guiding question, 
arguing for an approach to teacher education that prepares teachers to engage in 
critical discourse analysis (Cots, 2006; Pacini-Ketchabaw & de Almeida, 2006; Souto-
Manning, 2006), which is also my approach here. Critical discourse analysis addresses 
both “the linguistic aspects of discourse, […] mak[ing] use of close analysis of texts, […] 
but in addition consider[s] broader issues such as the social context of discourse, the 
role of discourse in social practices, and the function of specific texts” (Bloor & Bloor, 
2013, p. 2). Teachers need to be supported within teacher education programs to re-
search – that is, to look again – so they are able to formulate sound questions and 
develop and enact appropriate methodologies to challenge inequities in the education 
system (Rymes, Cahnmann-Taylor, & Souto-Manning, 2008). This holds true not only 
when teacher candidates encounter racism and injustice from other sources, but also 
when the discourses in need of closer interrogation and more critical analysis are voiced 
by teacher candidates themselves. I have found it particularly useful to aid teacher 
candidates in developing the approach of critical discourse analysis, beginning with 
their own texts, so that as needed they may move beyond their traditional roles as mere 

1  A teacher candidate is defined as a pre-service teacher or teacher in training, preparing to work in the kindergarten to grade 
12 education system. In my university, this means completing a two-year Bachelor of Education degree after first completing a 
Bachelor’s degree in Arts, Sciences, Music, or other discipline.
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consumers of policy and media discourses, recognize the discriminatory nature of the 
ways they sometimes characterize migrant learners and families, and disrupt the status 
quo in future. 

4 Theoretical lens 

Santos’ (2007) concept of abyssal thinking informs this research. Abyssal thinking is 
defined as follows:

Modern Western thinking is an abyssal thinking […] invisible distinctions are established 
through radical lines that divide social reality into two realms, the realm of ‘this side of 
the line’ and the realm of ‘the other side of the line’. The division is such that ‘the other 
side of the line’ vanishes as reality, becomes non-existent, and is indeed produced as 
non-existent […] Whatever is produced as non-existent is radically excluded because it 
lies beyond the realm of what the accepted conception of inclusion considers to be its 
other. (Santos, 2007, p. 48)

Abyssal thinking helps explain why in some instances predominantly white, middle-
class, monolingual, Canadian-born teacher candidates represent the experiences 
of migrant learners and their families in such problematic ways that serve to render 
those experiences foreign, invisible, and invalid. For example, it is not uncommon for 
stereotypes and overt racism to prevail in the language some teacher candidates use 
to describe migrants and students of colour (Solomon, Portelli, Daniel, & Campbell, 
2005). Over my 20 years of teacher education practice, I have witnessed anti-immigrant 
sentiments play out in the teacher education classroom and heard numerous derogatory 
characterizations of migrant learners and teachers (Schmidt, 2010b).

5 Example from my teacher education practice

I regularly teach pre-service teachers on topics related to educational supports for 
migrant learners and families, multilingual development, and how to integrate language 
and content area instruction across curricular disciplines. In one assignment I often use 
with teacher candidates, I ask them to engage with multimedia accounts of the lived 
experiences of refugee and immigrant learners and families, in order to extrapolate 
insights for their professional practice including how they can best honour different 
backgrounds and realities and most appropriately meet the needs of the students and 
families they serve (Schmidt & Gagné, 2016). 

However, in the first term of piloting this assignment it became clear that, despite 
the careful selection of a range of sources intended to complicate assumptions about 
migrant youth and families, the evidence presented was not always penetrating the 
abyss (Santos, 2007). For example, despite viewing videos in which young Syrian 
refugees spoke proudly of their home country and their desire to return as soon as 
possible to aid in its rebuilding, in some instances the problematic belief prevailed 
among teacher candidates that all refugees are or should be grateful to be in Canada 
because they had been saved from the inferior conditions of their home countries, to 
which they surely would never want to return. 
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In response to this and other problematic views that were being articulated, running 
contrary to the purpose of the assignment and indeed having entirely unintended 
harmful outcomes, I developed a teaching resource (Figure 1) that reflected some of the 
most common stereotypes evident in the discourse of many teacher candidates across 
different groups and courses I was working with.2 I used composites of these discourses 
to a) clearly identify the problematic discourse, which served to raise awareness of it and 
allow me to concretely stipulate for teacher candidates why the discourse is a problem, 
and b) propose alternate ways of conveying the salient messages in the discourse 
without resorting to discriminatory stereotypes. Use of the chart with teacher candidates 
is accompanied with instruction, support, and practice in conducting critical discourse 
analysis (Cots, 2006; Pacini-Ketchabaw & de Almeida, 2006; Souto-Manning, 2006). After 
teacher candidates gain confidence and experience applying this methodology to their 
own texts, I often use critical discourse analysis as an approach to other teacher education 
assignments including curriculum and policy analysis.

Table 1: Sample stereotypes and alternative discourses

2  A common teaching load for teacher educators at my institution is five half-courses per year, with approximately 35 students per 
course section. 

From judgment… To validation…

Namrita’s parents only have a grade 6 level of 
education. Thus, the home doesn’t provide a 
supportive environment for her learning.

Though Namrita’s parents didn’t have the opportunity 
to go to school beyond the grade 6 level, they are very 
invested in her success in Manitoba schools. They 
take turns working shifts at nearby factory to ensure 
Namrita has a good place to live and the company of 
one parent at all times so she feels safe and confident 
with her schoolwork.

From deficit… To difference…

Lihui can’t speak any English. She doesn’t share when 
we do group carpet time, and doesn’t pay attention 
during the storybook reading.

Lihui is at the beginning stage of EAL (English as 
an Additional Language) learning and is showing 
signs of being in a silent period. I partner her with a 
Chinese-speaking peer during carpet time where she 
enthusiastically talks in her first language and I pre-
teach the vocabulary in the storybook for the day.

From recrimination… To reorientation…

In spite of explaining the rules of the class game to 
José, he ignored them and did his own thing instead 
the whole time the class was playing. Our school has 
a strict policy around safety, so José will have to sit out 
the next time if he doesn’t follow along.

José did not appear to be following the rules of the 
game. I checked with him and realized he didn’t 
understand and that having some key visuals 
alongside the oral explanation would be helpful. I’m 
going to try using these the next time we play a game; 
put up the visuals as a reminder to all students.

From certainty… To questioning…

Byron doesn’t work well with girls. The culture he 
comes from doesn’t respect gender equality.

There appear to be some challenges for Byron in 
interacting in mixed gender groups. I wonder what his 
experiences have been?
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6 Analysis and discussion

In figure 1, the left-hand column represents composite examples of the types of deficit 
discourses or abyssal thinking generated by teacher candidates. In other words, I did 
not directly quote or single out any one person’s comments; rather, after repeatedly 
encountering similar comments reflected in numerous teacher candidates’ written 
discourses, I produced a composite, fictionalized example that incorporated the 
stereotype. The right-hand column is my own alternative discourse that reframes 
the comments from the first column in a way that is more appropriate, inclusive, and 
supportive. Moreover, the alternate discourses provided suggest pedagogical strategies 
and adopt a questioning stance in instances where certainty cannot be assumed and 
where more information is needed.

I apply critical discourse analysis in my work with teacher candidates by first sharing 
with them the left-hand column. We critically analyze the text to identify words, phrases, 
meanings, and connotations (explicit or implicit) that may reflect a deficit or negative 
discourse about students, their parents, or newcomers in general. I then ask students 
to work in small groups to discuss and propose alternative wordings which they then 
share with the wider class. As an additional resource, or in the event that teacher 
candidates struggle with how they might appropriately reword the sample text, I then 
share my own examples of the reworded text.

In the first example, ‘From judgment to validation’, the stereotype involves the 
often cited yet erroneous belief that migrant parents of lower educational status and/
or income tend to be ill-equipped to support their children’s education. The work of 
scholars and advocates such as Carl James have clearly refuted the idea that it is in 
any way legitimate for teachers or schools to frame parents’ contributions in such 
inaccurate and derogatory ways (James, 2012). Rather, actors in the education system 
must recognize parents’ efforts in supporting their children, even if the support is 
provided in ways typically rendered invisible by abyssal thinking. Homework help and 
attending school events are by no means the only form of parental engagement possible 
(Schmidt, 2010a), even though traditionally they have been the only ones valued by 
mainstream education. 

The second and third examples, ‘From deficit to difference’ and ‘From recrimination to 
reorientation’, reflect the problematic assumption that students learning the language 
of instruction – that is, multilingual, multicompetent language users as first defined 
by Cook (1992) – are ‘problems’ on account of their inability to be immediate and fully 
proficient participants in all classroom routines conducted in the dominant language. 
Such attitudes again reflect abyssal thinking: that is, what is on “this side of the line” 
(Santos, 2007, p. 48) is the only viewpoint and approach that matters, with any deviation 
from expectations to be met with derision and the threat of exclusion and punishment. 
Moreover, this discriminatory stance ignores translanguaging as a crucial dimension of 
multilingual students’ linguistic repertoires (Muller, Schmidt, & Weber, 2019).

The fourth example, ‘From certainty to questioning’, reflects a particularly nebulous 
yet commonplace stereotype, that ironically positions learners from particular migrant 
backgrounds as less tolerant and progressive than Canadian-born people, assuming 
that any time a male student from that background has a difficult or negative 
interaction with a female peer or teacher, the source must be gender bias. As Todorova 
(2018) points out, gendered violence needs to be carefully analyzed within frames of 
reference that span the local or vertical and the global or horizontal, to be accurately 



302 Clea Schmidt | Teacher education for social justice in the Canadian context

understood as complex and rooted in power. Simplistically framing Canada as a zone 
free of gender violence whose violations are introduced solely by migrants is inaccurate 
and discriminatory.

7 Recommendations and conclusion

To challenge highly problematic stereotypes in teacher education, such as those 
reflected in the discourse samples above, calls for direct confrontation and action. As 
Solomon et al. (2005) suggest, and as my own professional practice amply supports 
(Gagné et al., 2017), anti-racist and inclusive educational policies alone do not imbue 
teacher candidates with a critical pedagogy. In fact, superficial reflection on anti-
discrimination can serve to reinforce existing notions of privilege, for example 
when educators respond to anti-racist movements such as Black Lives Matter with 
the declaration that ‘All Lives Matter’, thereby ignoring the legacy of imbalance and 
injustice and the everyday experiences of people of colour. Corresponding initiatives 
such as Black Lives Matter in Schools (the editors of Rethinking Schools, 2019-2020) 
offer support for the idea that educators at all levels need to move beyond reflective 
practices and more deliberately engage in tangible activism and action. On the basis of 
my analysis of discourses prevalent among teacher candidates, I therefore advocate for 
the following outcomes.

Teacher education should explicitly challenge deficit discourses related to migrant 
learners and families, and other learners from marginalized backgrounds including 
students of colour. It is crucial to recognize and support the fact that the sacrifices 
many migrant parents make to ensure a safe and comfortable life for their children is 
a form of educational support, beyond conventional expectations around homework 
help and attending school events. Likewise, migrant learners who engage in potentially 
more limited or different ways should not be threatened or punished for their modes 
and levels of engagement. The challenges that accompany learning how to function 
in a new language in a novel system and environment should not be conflated with 
thwarting the teacher’s agenda.

Educators should be explicitly engaged in positioning themselves, such as I did 
at the outset of this paper. Without acknowledging personal histories or recognizing 
individual stances and the lenses and experiences that inform practices, educators 
have little hope of understanding the histories, stances, and viewpoints of learners and 
parents.

Finally, given the pervasive and ingrained nature of abyssal thinking (Santos, 2007), 
educators need to be shown how their discourses can be problematic and explicitly 
taught and supported to suspend judgment and develop alternate ways of representing 
migrant learners and families. Critical discourse analysis offers a promising methodology 
for facilitating both awareness and transformation in this respect.
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