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Introduction

The  purpose  of  this  report  is  to  describe,  analyse  and  discuss  the  major  findings  of  the
qualitative phase of the EDUMIGROM project. In line with the design of the fieldwork
(“layers of onion-skin”), each key topic of the Report will be discussed from several
perspectives: experiences as narrated by students and parents will be mirrored by the
views of teachers and representatives of other institutions in the community; reflections on
inter-ethnic relations as expressed by individual students will be brought into reflective
associations with the observations on the very same relations within and outside the
school, for example.

As for a thematic focus, the Report will reflect on the key points we have identified for the
fieldwork. Thus, the major aim of the Report will be to discuss the following:

1. How do social, gender and “ethnic” factors and their interplay inform performance,
attendance and the general position of “minority ethnic” adolescents in school? How
do these factors intervene in forming educational strategies, and how are they
reflected in longer-term career options?

2. How do “minority ethnic” students and their families relate to actual school
experiences and to schooling in general? How do they interpret success, failure and
variations in advancement? What are their views on issues of justice, discrimination
and equality in the context of schooling?

3. What are the typical strategies of identity formation for “minority ethnic” youth, and
what roles do schools, families, peer relations and the broader inter-ethnic
environment play in the process? How do experiences of “othering” inform the
shaping of “minority ethnic” identity?

4. Who are the agents (institutions, persons) responsible for promoting equal
opportunities in the education of “minority ethnic” youth, and for diminishing the
gap between majority and minority students? Who are the partners in achieving
these goals? What are the sources of hindrance?

In terms of methodology, the organisation of the Report will take into account the fact that
these four clusters of questions were not investigated to the same degree from all
perspectives. Hence, certain chapters will focus on information gained mainly through
individual interviews with students and parents, while other chapters will primarily rely on
the information gained from observations at various sites and in various locations, and
others will present the views as reflected in the focus-group discussions and in the sections
on views, attitudes and opinions in the individual interviews etc. Further, the Report will
build substantially on the two case-studies and processed data-sheets that have been born
earlier as meta-analytical pieces of the research.

Preceded by an Introduction, and closed by a Conclusion, the investigation of these issues
will consist of seven chapters, as follows:
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Introduction
1. The Qualitative Research Sites: The Communities
2. Methodologies and the Research “Homes”: The Schools
3. Factors and Motivation behind Varying School Performance and Diverging

Educational Careers
4. Everyday Life in and outside School
5. Ethnic Identification and Identity Strategies
6. Experiences of Being “Othered”: Views on “Ethnic” Differences
7. Identities, Identity Strategies, and Ideas about Adult Life
Conclusion

In  this  report,  and  similar  to  the  Survey  Report  Denmark  (Thomsen  et  al.,  2010),  the
concept of “community” is applied as a purely administrative and practical term, referring
either to the City of Copenhagen, or to the administrative district of Greendale, where the
fieldwork conducted for this report took place. As an administrative unit, within the
municipality of Copenhagen, Greendale is considered a smaller community within the
larger community. Nonetheless, this conceptualisation of the community does not in itself
reveal anything about the social, economic, cultural and ethnic relations and boundaries
within and across the administrative borders. The first chapter is therefore a more general
socio-historical  description  of  Greendale  and  the  aim  is  for  it  to  function  as  a  key  to  the
interpretative background for the following analyses of social and ethnic relations,
boundaries and identity formation. Furthermore, these analyses will also identify other
communities, similar to Danish society and the immigrants’ countries of origin, as
important interpretative background and thus reveal the limitations of considering the
immediate surroundings as the interpretative factor. Thus, communities are regarded as
administrative units and thereby as relatively independent units. But in terms of social,
economic and political relations, boundaries and identity formation, other relations
resulting from closer and socially more meaningful groupings are also present within the
immediate surroundings and daily practices.
Different  concepts  of  “ethnicity”  are  used  in  this  report,  although  generally  it  can  be
described as “a plastic and changing badge of membership which is located in a wider set of
linked identities” (Ball, 2006, p. 228). The term “ethnic Danish” refers to students with a
Danish majority background, and “minority ethnic” refers to students with a minority
ethnic immigrant or refugee background. These students were either born in Denmark or
abroad by parents of an immigrant or descendant status (full or partial). The term
“minority ethnic” refers to a wide range of hybrid identities of interethnic relations and
mixed ethnicities (Moldenhawer, 2009; Stevens, 2007).

Though  this  report,  to  a  large  extent,  is  descriptive,  several  analytical  tools  are  used
throughout  the  text.  The  approach  is  pluralistic,  but  the  primary  perspective  of  analyses,
presented in this report, include sociological approaches to understanding identity
processes, barriers and opportunities in the education system, and integration processes in
the wider society (Bourdieu and Passeron, 1977; Bourdieu, 1996). The concepts developed
by Pierre Bourdieu, including habitus, field, disposition and position, are the key analytical
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resources that explore how various forms of capital (economic, social and cultural) can be
converted among each other in relation to schooling and social mobility strategies, of which
the  most  powerful  conversion  is  that  to  symbolic  capital,  because  it  is  through  this  form
that the other forms of capital are more or less unconsciously seen and recognised as
legitimate.  Economic  capital  is  a  term  referring  to  real  monetary  forms  that  result  from
possessing this capital. The economic capital carries a certain importance, but draws its
actual value from the cultural and symbolic dimension. Cultural capital exists in several
forms, but is mostly tied up in an embodied form of “cultivation”. Cultural capital in its
institutionalised form refers to educational achievement, while cultural capital in its
objective form refers to property and cultural goods (theories, legitimate knowledge,
technology, institutions, art etc.) that act to legitimise it (Bourdieu, 1997). The concept of
habitus is Bourdieu’s mediator between the objective structure of the social world and
mental structures; a form of “second nature” or an embodied sense of practice that gives a
so-called “feel for the game” (Bourdieu, 1990; Bourdieu and Waquant, 1992). Rather than
see self-interests as the main mechanisms for action, Bourdieu’s embodied sociology leads
him to focus more on the sense of bodily comfort and ease which people experience in
different social situations or fields. A field consists of objective and historical relations
between positions rooted in certain forms of capital and power, and when agents enter a
field they adopt strategies based on the dispositions their habitus affords them; this is
referred to as “the structure of the game”, as an analogy of a struggle taking place within a
field that can alter or modify the field’s structure; i.e., the relative distribution of positions
in the field. The notion of disposition is thought to be particularly congruent with the
concept  of  habitus  and  it  gives  people  a  sense  of  comfort  when  it  corresponds  with  the
notion of position in the same way as it does between habitus and field.

We furthermore build on the work of Abdelmalek Sayad (1999, 2004), who by drawing on
Bourdieu’s work has developed a genuine understanding of the social logic of migration,
and in particular utilising his concept of migrants, whom he characterises as simultaneously
agents of emigration and immigration. He argues that the migratory phenomenon cannot be
fully understood unless science mends the broken threads and puts together the shattered
fragments that have determined the existing regime of integration. The problem, he
explains, with the object of immigration and integration has been that it has been divided
between political powers rather than disciplines, and between divergent social and political
interests on continents that have been separated by a frontier that divides emigration and
immigration. On the one hand, we have emigration, just as there are countries, societies and
economies of emigration and indeed a state and an emigration policy (on the part of the
state), and also a science of emigration. On the other hand, we have immigration, just as
there are societies, policies and economies of immigration, and a science of immigration. He
argues that the double phenomenon of emigration and immigration, “and a social history of
the discourse on the phenomenon in question” (Sayad, 2004, p. 2), must be integrated into
the object of study and must itself become an object of study. Any attempts to construct
immigration as a true object of science must be a social history of the reciprocal relations
between these societies, the society of emigration and the society of immigration, of
relations between emigrants and immigrants, and of relations between each of those two or
more societies. Similar to Sayad, we will argue that research on ethnic minority groups
(considered as both emigrants and immigrants at the same time) and education primarily
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has  been  dominated  by  a  view  that  seeks  to  explain  success  or  failure  through  socio-
economic and cultural variables determined mainly by their situation and position in their
host societies. In contrast to this view, the analysis below will show that the past and
current status and position of ethnic minority groups in their countries of emigration are
equally important for understanding their socio-economic and cultural positions in their
countries of immigration, and ultimately for understanding the success that they may
achieve in the education system (Moldenhawer, 2005). By this we mean that to immigrate
is a process of becoming “together with one’s history (immigration itself being an integral
part of that history), with one’s traditions, ways of living, feeling, acting and thinking, with
one’s language, one’s religion and all other social, political and mental structures of one’s
society – structures characteristic of the individual and also of society, since the former is
no more than the embodiment of the latter – or, in a word, with one’s culture” (Sayad, 2004,
pp. 3-4). For ethnic minority groups, achieving such success, though, is also dependent on
overcoming any cultural and linguistic barriers members are likely to encounter, in terms of
educational syllabi, cultural codes and pedagogical methods. How they manage to do this,
and what it means for them – both personally and culturally – are points that we address
below by utilising the rich arsenal of information gained in addition to our multisided
empirical materials.
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Chapter 1. The Qualitative Research Sites: The Communities

Greendale is one of ten city districts located in the outskirts1 of the municipality of
Copenhagen; 25 minutes by public bus from the city centre. As a city district, the area has no
independent political government, but is fully integrated into and dependent on the policy of
the larger municipality of Copenhagen.
Before 1900, Greendale was an area dominated by small farmers and villages located in the
countryside  outside  Copenhagen;  but  due  to  the  sale  of  farm  produce,  there  was  close
contact with the city. Because the city was still growing, a new fortification system was built
around Copenhagen in 1888-1892, and most of what is today called Greendale was placed
within this defence line. Due to the close distance to and the expansion of the capital, the
area became integrated into the municipality of Copenhagen and developed into a suburban
city district during the 20th century.  It  was  not  until  the  1960s  that  the  area  outside  the
boundaries of Greendale was seriously built on and integrated into Greendale. Very
significant to the district today are the remains of the western part of Copenhagen’s late
fortification system and a large bog area that divides Greendale into two rather separate
geographic areas.
Today, Greendale is a mix of different housing facilities ranging from residential
neighbourhoods, flats under a multi-ownership scheme and large housing sectors of rental
apartments. In terms of housing, this is significantly different from the infrastructure of the
inner city of Copenhagen where 4-5 storey buildings dominate. Although no clear city limit
is visible when entering or leaving the district of Greendale, the changing infrastructure and
structure of commerce and trade indicate that you have entered a suburban area. To
provide deeper insight into the community, it is relevant also to distinguish between two
different areas of the community, here called Belleview and Fraser, named after the two
schools observed during the fieldwork.

Coming to Greendale from the city centre, you enter through the main street and the oldest
part of the district – Belleview. This is also the largest part of Greendale, housing most of its
population. Along the main street you find small enterprises, restaurants, supermarkets etc.
Like most suburban areas, there are several day-care institutions, schools, social and health
services, leisure activities etc. Figuratively speaking, the main street can be seen as a sort of
border between, on one side, older residential housing and, on the other side, newer rental
apartments and to a larger extent flats under a multi-ownership scheme. Leaving the main
street, passing through Greendale, on one side a concentration of residential housing defines
the location. With a variety of one or two-storey villas built during the 20th century, this area
presents itself as being closer to that of the regional provinces, than that of the city and
urbanised suburbs. It is also in this area you find the Belleview School. On the other side of
the main street, the urbanised suburbs are more visible. Rental apartments and flats under a
multi-ownership scheme constitute a complex of three to five storey buildings with green
areas as public or shared among the inhabitants of certain building blocks. This is also the

1 The district of Greendale constituted a municipality of its own until the nationwide restructuring of the local
authorities (Kommunalreformen)  in  2007,  which  amongst  others  changed  the  entire  landscape  of  local
administration, reducing the number of municipalities from 275 to 98.
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area that people have to pass through if they walk from the main street to Fraser, the other
part of the district. Belleview is thus characterised by a great variation in housing facilities.
Built  during  the  1960s,  on  the  other  side  of  the  defence  line,  Fraser  was  thought  of  as  a
model town, offering the possibility of a good life for all social groups at every stage of life. It
is constructed as a good quality architectonic unit, dominated by two- or three-story
buildings, with rental apartments organised around a municipal school and other social
institutions, as well as shops and a market place. Further, it is situated in green
surroundings and placed like an appendix at the end of the same road leading into and out of
Fraser. Walking around in Fraser, the physical constructions reflect the vision of creating a
site for a good and healthy life, but at the same time this vision has materialised to only a
very limited extent.  Thus, more than half of the shops on the street of commerce, which is
also the main street of Fraser, are closed down. Further, the street as well as most of the
remaining shops appear worn out2.

Moreover, since the 1960s, the population has changed from an ethnic Danish community
into an ethnic mixed community, with 21% immigrants and descendents from non-Western
countries, which is one of the highest proportions at a national level. The largest immigrant
groups come from the Middle East (5%), former Yugoslavian countries (4%), Pakistan (3%)
and Turkey (3%). The immigration to Denmark of a foreign labour force in the 1960s and
1970s and, later on, refugees from areas of war explain the presence of immigrants but not
their distribution and concentration in their settlement. Other factors influencing this are
housing politics, social relations, income level and unemployment. Today, about 40 000
people live in Greendale, and of this 6 600 live in Fraser.

Although ethnic minorities live all over, the district has a very visible and large
concentration of immigrants living in Fraser. As part of the comprehensive sanitation of
Copenhagen’s inner city, meaning the establishment of modern water production and
sewage, the area of Fraser was at first inhabited by ethnic Danish working class and lower
middle class families, who for the main part had never before lived outside the inner city.
During the 1970s, the first ethnic minority families moved to this location. These were
mainly Turkish guest workers invited by the Danish government to come and work for
what the government expected to be a limited period of time. During the 1980s and until
today, several families of different ethnic origin have, for one reason or another, moved to
Denmark and some of these families settled in Fraser. Today, more than 60 percent of the
residents are ethnic minorities. Of the residents from 0-18 years of age, more than 75
percent are ethnic minorities. But as 90 percent of the students attending the local school
are of an ethnic background other than Danish3, this indicates that many parents with an
ethnic Danish background have chosen to school their children outside of Fraser. Looking at
the inhabitants from 50 years of age and older, the picture is turned upside down since only
about  10  percent  of  this  group  has  an  ethnic  background  other  than  Danish.  This  tells  a
story  of  their  immigration  to  Denmark.  Starting  in  the  late  1960s,  the  composition  of

2 On the same note, besides a small hair salon and a rather large supermarket, only small pizzerias and kebab
stores and small grocery shops constitute the main street shopping area.
3 Since you no longer are obliged to attend the school of your immediate district, a large number of students of
an ethnic Danish background are enrolled in other schools. On the same token, the local school of Fraser does
not have any students from outside the catchment area.
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immigrants in Fraser and in Denmark in general is still mostly confined within two
generations and thus the proportion of immigrants older than 60 is still small.
The distribution of jobs and employment structure in Greendale indicate how the economy
in the community is structured. The employment situation among the residents is an
important indicator of the community’s socio-economic position. Today, in the local
businesses, the traces of the former farming country have disappeared, and the 8 0934 jobs
in Greendale are mainly within social services and healthcare (2 643), trades, hotel and
restaurants (1 492), and manufacture (1 027). Finance and business services, teaching and
construction are also rather large areas of employment. Most of these jobs are situated in
the Belleview part of the district. Further, more than 2/3 of the jobs are filled by employees
from other city districts or other municipalities. In the district, 18 3865 adults are employed
and this mainly within finance and business services (3 742), social services and healthcare
(3 549) and trades, hotels and restaurants. Teaching (1 609), manufacture (1 379),
transport and communication (1 327) and renovation, associations and entertainment (1
233) are also large employment areas. Only 2 530 of these jobs are within Greendale,
whereas the rest are equally divided between other city districts and other municipalities.
Furthermore, the level of employment in Greendale is below the national level. Among the
adult population from 30-59 years of age, the employment rate for the national population
is 85% while the rate is 76% for Greendale6. At the national level, people from immigrant
backgrounds have greater unemployment rates than ethnic Danes. This is also reflected in
the share of people above the age of 17 with income from different sorts of social security
schemes (e.g., early retirement, unemployment, or cash benefits for uninsured persons, but
not including pensioners and students). In Copenhagen, this number is 20% for people with
a majority background (24% in Greendale), and 37% for people with a minority
background (43% in Greendale). Cash benefits (in Danish: “kontanthjælp”) were the single
most dominant social benefit.

In Fraser, 50 percent of the adults are part of the workforce, which leaves another 50% of
adults to be supported by different kinds of social benefits. This is reflected in the personal
income average being less than two thirds of the regional average7.  As  is  the  case  in  the
entire region of Copenhagen and more generally throughout Denmark, the majority of
families with an ethnic background other than Danish, who are unemployed or who have
low income employment, live in rental apartments. This also partly explains the fact that
about 65 percent of all inhabitants in Fraser are immigrants from non-Western countries8.
This makes Fraser quite different from Belleview, where 70%9 of adults are employed and
only 26% are outside the workforce. The average income in the district is under the average

4 Municipality of Copenhagen, Statistical Information: Arbejdspladser efter erhverv og de beskæftigedes
bopæl 1 January 2007.
5 Municipality of Copenhagen, Statistical Information: Bosiddende beskæftigede efter bopæl, erhverv og
arbejdssted, 1 Januar 2007.
6 EDUMIGROM: Working Paper 5: Survey Report Denmark, table 1.4.
7 Fraser: Helhedsplan 2007 – Municipality of Copenhagen.
8 Of course, regional administrative housing strategies, the development in the real estate market and the
family strategies of immigrants – to mention some of the other explanations – also play a significant role.
9 Municipality of Copenhagen, Statistical Information: Københavnske bylivsværdier. Livsformsundersøgelse af
Københavns Kommune, December 2008.
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of DKK 243,000 (EUR 33,000) in Copenhagen, and DKK 257,000 (EUR 35,000) in
Denmark. Socio-economic indicators for the adult population of the district and
Copenhagen resemble each other, being a bit above the national average (even though
unemployment rates are comparatively high), as are the proportions of people in- and
outside the workforce. These different aspects of the city districts constitute them as
relatively heterogonous areas (Thomsen et al., 2010, pp. 5-15).

In  Greendale,  28%  of  the  adult  cohort  left  primary  school  without  any  further  education,
8% finished a gymnasium (secondary comprehensive/technical education), 29% have
vocational education and 34% have higher education. The percent of adults with vocational
education is somewhat lower than the comparable overall country cohort, where 24% left
primary school without any further education, 6% completed a gymnasium, 39% finished
vocational education and 32% have higher education. Among ethnic minority adults in
Greendale (immigrants and descendants), 46% left primary school without any further
education, 13% completed a gymnasium, 23% finished vocational education, and 20% have
higher education. Levels of educational attainment are significantly below the ethnic Danish
in Greendale (22%, 6%, 31% and 40%, respectively) and also below the ethnic minority
cohort in Denmark (where the corresponding numbers are 26%, 11%, 30% and 32%)
(Thomsen et al., 2010, pp. 5-15).
Greendale is thus a very heterogeneous working-class and lower middle-class area that is
internally divided into two rather distinct areas with different socioeconomic and ethnic
profiles. These differences are further reflected in the very different levels of public and
political attention paid to the two areas. Whereas Belleview seems to receive very limited
public and political attention, Fraser is often characterised as a ghetto and as an area
dominated by lack of integration into the Danish society. It therefore receives a lot of
attention from the municipality, the organisations administrating the hiring out of
apartments, and NGOs, in order to support the integration of the ethnic minorities. Since
2001, an encompassing project has aimed to increase the housing standards, employment
situation, social networks etc., but this has not profoundly changed the socioeconomic
situation of the area. In contrast to this, people from Belleview emphasise that Belleview
needs more attention to secure the development of better transport facilities. Fraser has
also recently experienced intense media attention due to a somewhat accelerating conflict
between second-generation immigrants and biker gang members. Even though this conflict
primarily takes place closer to the inner city and seems to be about the distribution of drugs,
politicians and journalists often point out the ghettos as the end explanations for this
“mayhem”.

This complex and differentiated introduction to the community of Greendale, together with
the following introduction to the two selected schools, will make up the background
knowledge that informs the analyses of ethnic youths’ daily lives, their experiences of being
othered and their identity strategies. At the same time, these analyses will develop more
insight into the structure and importance of different kinds of youth relations and
identification.
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Chapter 2. Methodologies and the Research “Homes”: The Schools

This chapter will be divided in two sections. The first section will provide a brief
introduction to the two selected schools, describing their sizes, the socioeconomic and
“ethnic” composition of their student bodies and teaching staff, and the organisation of their
intercultural, inclusive pedagogy. The second section will give a brief account of the applied
methods, considerations guiding the empirical data construction and finally a discussion of
the validity of some of the information gained through the school selection and different
empirical approaches. The schools are Fraser School, the only school in the area of Fraser,
and Belleview School, one of several schools located in the area of Belleview. They are both
public schools in terms of financing and legislation and in terms of implementing both
elementary and secondary school in one non-streamed school.

2.1. General characteristics of the schools
Fraser School is constituted by a majority of students from families of a lower socio-
economic position10. The social mobility strategies among the ethnic Danish families are to
some extent reflected in the divergence between the number of ethnic minority students in
the school (app. 93 percent) and in the area (app. 75 percent). Another significant
circumstance describing the position of the school is the fact that while none of the students
enrolled at Fraser School come from outside the catchment area, several of the children
living in the area, a majority of these being of an ethnic Danish origin, attend schools
outside  the  catchment  area.  As  opposed  to  the  majority  of  public  schools,  Fraser  School
unites its school activities and extra curricular activities, which are normally taken care of
by independent institutions at or outside the school, into one compulsory day school. Thus,
all  students  no  matter  their  age  are  to  attend  school  from  08.00  –  15.00.  In  return,  extra
curricular activities are an integral part of the school day11.

Fraser School has 508 students, of whom 220 are boys and 288 are girls. They are divided
into ten grades ranging from grade 0 (5-6 years of age) to grade 9 (15-16 years of age).
There are three parallel classes from grades 0 to 4th grade  and  only  two  from  5th to  9th

grade. The average number of students per class is 20.5 from grades 0 to 5th grade and 19.6
from 6th to 9th grade12. This average is much lower in comparison to the defined class size of
28 in the municipality of Copenhagen.
Since more than 90 percent of the students are bilingual, “Danish as a second language” is
one  of  the  core  principals  for  the  teaching  conducted  at  the  school.  Thus,  lectures  in  all
courses are prepared and held in correspondence with the ideas behind “Danish as a
second language”. In practical terms this means that an awareness of the lingual differences
and challenges of being an ethnic minority student are an implemented part of lectures13.
The school has also established a language centre where all bilingual students are tested

10 Approximately 50 percent of the parents are unemployed and thus the income average in the area is DKK
145,000 per year – 50,000 below the average of the municipality of Copenhagen.
11 The youngest students – from grade 0 to 4th grade – have the possibility of staying at the school until 17.00.
The older students have the possibility of attending youth clubs and/or other spare time offers.
12 The legislative limit is 28 students per class.
13 Most of the teachers have or are in the process of taking a ‘Danish as a second language’ education.
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three times throughout their school careers. This thorough testing is a part of the
regulatory mechanisms pertaining to ethnic minorities, present in the Danish primary and
lower secondary educational system, to make sure that pupils with an immigrant
background acquire the skills and qualifications which ethnic Danes possess almost purely
as a result of their acquisition of the Danish language (Gitz-Johansen, 2003, 2006a, 2006b).
According to Gitz-Johansen, the abolition of mother-tongue education marked a major
turning point away from a linguistically inclusive primary and secondary school
educational system towards a primary and secondary school educational system in which
common national characteristics are emphasised (2006a, pp. 45, 250).

From a teacher focus-group discussion, we also learned that the school has established both
a special vocational training class and a transition class in response to the composition of
the students. It should also be mentioned that years ago the school, in an attempt to
overcome some of the challenges of being a school with students of different ethnic
minorities, divided the classes into “two language classes”. Thus students of an Albanian
origin were put in one class and students of an Arabic origin were put in another. A special
school model, implemented in Copenhagen since 2007 (Københavnermodellen),  was  the
reason  for  this  class-division  model  of  minority  ethnic  students.  The  purpose  was  to
promote improved school performance among bilingual students as well as to generate
cultural encounters and integration through representation of both monolingual and
bilingual  children  in  the  classroom.  Several  initiatives  have  been  established  with  the
purpose of integration: employment of bilingual staff members; extra resources to schools
with many minority ethnic children; free transport and after-school activities; and
supplementary training of ethnic Danish staff members. Initiatives, among others, of
employment of bilingual staff members, extra resources and training of ethnic Danish staff
members have been implemented at the Fraser school since 2007, although the class-
division component of the Copenhagen integration model has been abandoned.

The two classes we observed were a reflection of this idea and thus a majority of ethnic
Albanian students are found in one class and ethnic Arabic students in the other. There are
53 full-time teachers employed at the school14. In addition there are approximately 20 part-
time or substitute teachers, 19 preschool/leisure-time teachers, two Janitors, two
secretaries, a vice principal and a head principal. We observed both 9th grade classes. In one
class (9.a), 16 students are enrolled (10 boys and 6 girls)15. The class is ethnically mixed,
with  one  boy  and  one  girl  being  of  ethnic  Danish  origin  (the  girl  as  well  as  three  other
students rarely attend classes and thus we did not see any of them during our
observations). In the other class (9.b), 20 students are enrolled (12 boys and 8 girls). This
class is also ethnically mixed with two boys being of ethnic Danish origin.
Belleview School is located in an area of residential housing, apartments owned under a
multi-ownership scheme and housing sectors of rental apartments. Belleview School was
constructed as units with a shared playground, laundry, assembly room, green areas and,

14 The high number of ethnic minority students is reflected among the teaching staff and also in the teacher
student ratio being above average.  The challenges of  – not least – bilingualism activate additional economic
funding.
15 There used to be 20 students, but due to parents being unsatisfied with the performance level, some have
left for other schools.
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not  least,  clear  borders  signalling  where  the  housing  sector  begins  and  ends.  The
community around Belleview School is thus socially diverse and structured by families with
a relatively high income, earning more than the average of the community as well as the
municipality of Copenhagen, by families earning an average income and by families earning
less or significantly less than average. The school has 744 students, of which 373 are girls
and 371 boys. They are divided into ten grades ranging from grade 0 (5-6 years of age) to
grade 9 (15-16 years of age). There are four parallel classes in grade 0 and 1st grade, but
from 2nd grade and upward there are only three parallel classes (with the exception of 8th

grade with only two parallel classes). From grades 0 – 2nd there are 24.7 students per class.
From 3rd – 6th grade the average is 26.3 and from 7th – 9th grade it is 21.6 students per class.
This average is also lower in comparison to the defined class size of 28 in the municipality
of Copenhagen, and higher in comparison to Fraser school. There are 42 full-time teachers
employed at the school. In addition there are approximately 20 part-time or substitute
teachers, 10 full-time preschool/leisure time teachers, two Janitors, two secretaries, a vice
principal and a head principal. Of the 744 students, about 40 percent are ethnic minorities.
Moreover, the school has a “receiving class”. This is a sort of transition class in which ethnic
minority students, who for one reason or another have not yet been habituated to the
Danish language and educational system, are enrolled for a limited period of time. The
school also has an “Ethnic Counsel” and a full-time integration counsellor employed. His job
is to function as a mediator between the school/the teachers and the ethnic minority
parents/students16. The school is described as “an inclusive school” that is oriented toward
developing a common school culture, with particular attention given to citizenship
education and tolerance-building. After compulsory school hours, the school offers mother-
tongue education in Albanian and a homework café for students from 1st to 9th grade.

The number of students with immigrant backgrounds rose from 15% to about 40% within
the last  four years.  The main reason for  this  is  the closing of  a  neighbouring school  three
years ago in which the number of ethnic minority students was above the average of the
community17. The closing of the school had an immense impact on Belleview school, among
other things doubling the percentage of ethnic minority students within three years.
Moreover, the implementation of free school choice has also played a role, and the
increased tendency among ethnic Danish parents to choose either public schools located
elsewhere or private schools, either elsewhere or in the area.

We observed two of the three 9th grade classes. In one class (9.v), there are 22 children (12
boys and 10 girls), in the other class (9.x) there are 25 children (12 boys and 13 girls). In
9.v, five of the students are members of ethnic minorities (two girls and three boys), in 9.x
there are six (three boys and three girls).

2.1.1. Grade level positioning of schools

Concerning performance among 9th grade students at the selected schools, the standards at
Fraser School depart to a great extent from the average in the municipality of Copenhagen,

16 He is financed by the municipality, but hired by the school.
17 As part of the school policies in the municipality of Copenhagen, the student population of ethnic minorities
in each school should reflect the population in the local community without exceeding 30 percent (which is
the proportion of students with a minority ethnic background in the entire municipality of Copenhagen).
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while the standards at Belleview School to a great extent are comparable to the average in
Copenhagen municipality – an average that, excluding English, is a bit lower than the
average nationwide; see table 2.1 below.

Table 2.1. Grade point average18

DK CPH Belleview Fraser
Reading 6.6 6.2 6.0 3.0
Essay 6.5 6.5 6.4 3.7
Spelling 5.6 5.5 6.0 1.9
Danish-oral 7.0 6.9 4.7 5.0
Math #119 6.9 6.5 5.9 3.8
Math #2 6.0 5.5 5.9 2.2
Chemistry 5.7 5.7 5.2 2.9
English 6.8 7.2 6.0 5.4

This table shows the distribution of grade point averages in the two selected schools, in
Copenhagen and in the country at large. The findings, from 2008, are based on the final
exams for 9th grade students. The lowest average overall is at Fraser School for Danish
spelling, where the average is 1.9, compared to an average of 6.0 at Belleview School, and
5.5 in Copenhagen. The same pattern is apparent for the Danish essay, reading, math and
chemistry. It is only for Danish-oral and English that Fraser School has almost the same or a
higher average, 5.0 and 5.4 respectively, than the average of 4.74 and 6.0 at Belleview
School.  One  possible  reason  for  this  discrepancy  could  be  that  the  student  population  of
Fraser  School  is  constituted  by  children  of  minority  ethnic  and  lower  socio-economic
backgrounds.

The same pattern of academic disparities is apparent concerning the number of students
who passed their final exams in 2008/2009. At Fraser School, not all students passed all of
their final exams – close to 50 percent failed spelling and math #2 – but as is the case within
the Danish school system, all passed in the sense that they can progress to the next stage of
the educational system, either vocational training, in any case, or high school if they pass a
test delivered at high school level. Of all 9th graders, 31 percent went on to the 10th grade
(47.5 percent nationwide), 17 percent were enrolled at general or business high schools
(gymnasium) (36.9 percent nationwide20) and 29 percent went on to attend other (12.3
percent nationwide). The majority of individuals included in this last group are minority
ethnic boys from lower socioeconomic backgrounds (42% ethnic minority boys as opposed
to 36% ethnic minority girls nationwide)21. Six percent of the students continue in courses
outside the educational system, and for 17 percent of the students, we have no

18 The grading system in Denmark is a seven-point system ranging from 02 as the lowest grade, to 00, 2, 4, 7,
10 and 12 as the highest. The dataset is from 2008 and includes only the compulsory final tests – we still await
the numbers from 2009.
19 Math #1 is ‘proficiency’ math, while math #2 is ‘problem-solving’ math.
20 The percentage for ethnic minorities nationwide: 31% boys – 41% girls.
21 This number refers to student enrolment three months after finishing 9th grade. All nationwide figures are
from 2006/2007 – the most recent national statistics.
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information22. At Belleview School, all of the students passed and graduated the final exams
of 9th grade. From there, 46 percent went on to take 10th grade, 37 percent were enrolled at
general  or  business  high  schools  (gymnasium)  and  5  percent  went  on  to  attend  specially
designed youth educational programmes, primarily dominated by majority and ethnic
minority boys from lower socioeconomic backgrounds.

2.2. Methodologies

The selected schools were both part of a survey study (Thomsen et al.,  2010) and thus we
already had preliminary knowledge of the selected sites and schools for the community
study. We conducted the following interviews, focus-group discussions and observations.

Table 2.2. Data materials Fraser
School

Belleview
School

Greendale

Classroom observations 2 days 2 days
Observations outside schools 3 afternoons
Individual interviews with students 8 9
Individual interviews with parents 1 4
Individual interviews with teachers 3 3
Individual interviews with representatives 3
Focus-group discussions, students 2 1
Focus-group discussions, parents 1
Focus-group discussions, teachers 1 1

An introductory meeting was held at each school to introduce the community study, its time
frame, the data construction, the research team collecting the data etc. The fieldwork was
organised by a research assistant, who was mainly responsible for data production, and four
student assistants, who carried out the data production in one class each. Both schools
seemed interested in our study and willing to provide the help needed during our fieldwork.
In  this  context,  the  schools  generously  proposed  financing  the  teacher  focus  group
discussions. Information sheets were prepared for students, parents and school staff a week
prior to our first round of observations23. However, neither of the information sheets were
delivered according to what the schools had agreed on. Knowing we were working within a
short time frame and that we most likely only had one shot at making a good impression to
establish trusting relations between us and the informants, we really had to put a great deal
of work into presenting ourselves and the study in the best terms possible.

22 It  is  hard  to  make  an  exact  account  of  these  numbers  since  they  hold  a  lot  of  different  information,  but
presumably  some  of  the  17  percent  are  not  involved  or  enrolled  in  courses  within  the  official  educational
system. The number – somewhere between 6 and 23 percent – is thus probably above the nationwide average,
between 4.6 and 7.6 percent. The nationwide average for the category of unanswered or answered incorrectly
is 1.7 percent.
23 These observations were arranged immediately after the introductory meetings – in three of the four
classes with the classroom teacher. Concerning the fourth class, we had an agreement with the Vice Principal
that he would inform the class teacher.
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We had some difficulties being accepted or perhaps more precisely attaining a legitimate
position in relation to, most significantly, the teachers and to some extent the leadership;
this was because both sites – especially Fraser School – are under immense scrutiny. Thus,
both schools to some extent are tired of the attention on ethnic minorities not just from
scholars, but also from the media and politicians. Working with a concept of ethnicity in a
somehow “ethnicised” setting thus proved a rather difficult task. Both teachers and students
were to some extent reluctant to address matters of ethnicity concerning schooling, identity
and everyday life. Concerning this matter it is hard to say whether our focus on ethnicity
was the main reason for parents turning down our “interview invitations”.

2.2.1. Classroom observations

Despite  the  disturbing  fact  that  the  classroom  teachers,  except  for  in  one  class,  were  not
informed about our attendance during classroom observations, we quickly got the feeling of
being “forgotten” in the classroom. Some of the early types of disturbances, e.g., when
several  of  the  ethnic  minority  boys  made  comments  every  time  the  observer  took  notes,
disappeared, and the lessons seemed to assume a more usual character. However, we did
not feel ready to make qualifying selections of students for interviews. Two days (plus a half
day of pilot observations) simply seemed insufficient for establishing the knowledge
necessary to differentiate between the students. The distinctions we could make were based
on somewhat more obvious or perhaps even recognisable behaviours – the noisy boys, the
girls who studied hard, the girls wearing scarves etc. (or their opposites; the quiet boys, the
noisy girls, the Muslim girls not wearing scarves)24. Our ability to grasp the small, less visible
markers of differentiation suffered from only observing for two and a half days.

2.2.2. Student interviews

Immediately after the classroom observations, we discussed the selection of individual
students to interview and how we could secure a representative sample of students
regarding social categories of gender, immigrant status and socioeconomic backgrounds and
skills.  We  were  concerned  about  how  to  present  our  selection  to  the  classroom  teachers,
with whom we would consult  in  order to  make sure we did not  cross  any of  the personal
limits of the students. We tried to be aware of and to some extent confront the teachers in
terms of their reasons for either accepting or rejecting our suggestions to make sure we did
not simply take over the agenda and logic of either the school or the classroom teacher.
However, our first impressions when conducting the interviews were the difficulties getting
the students to talk about ethnicity. When asked explicitly about their experience of
ethnicity (as markers of difference), they were mostly reluctant and in several cases
sceptical towards addressing this issue. Our impression was also that the stories they told
and the descriptions they made were mostly general and limited in terms of details. At the
time, we could not escape the feeling that what we were able to observe was a naturalisation

24 Following  a  point  made  by  Pierre  Bourdieu  on  the  importance  of  being  able  to  objectify  the  relation
between one’s own position and the position of the object of study, we felt that we were unable to – within the
short amount of time – get access to the small and almost invisible distinctions so crucial for the way the
students position themselves. In other words, we did not get past the point where we could see through the
most obvious markers of difference; and thus these pre-constructed categories somehow became the point of
reference for making the selections (2004).
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or incorporation of the discourse on “a well-integrated immigrant”. During the interviews,
we felt that the distinctions, e.g., rationale and logic, students made to position themselves
from other peers slipped through our hands. Although this was learned from our data
production, we nonetheless learned from our analysis (presented below) how inter-ethnic
relations manifest themselves and that the immigrant students have a perception of
themselves as being “other than Danes”, but at the same time are aware also of their
“sameness” in regards to rights and entitlements. Additionally, we determined that ethnicity
is one of several social categories of importance when students emphasise values and
attitudes that clearly show aspirations for being integrated into the Danish society.

2.2.3. Teacher interviews

Our main problem was the arrangement of teacher interviews. In terms of their
unpredictable cooperation, we had to spend a disproportionate amount of time scheduling
the interviews. Unfortunately, some teachers became ill, others forgot they were to attend
another meeting during the time of interview. However, the interviews were successfully
conducted. The teachers were present and generally committed during the interviews and
once they were told we would not evaluate or in any sense grade their performance as
teachers, none of them expressed or gave the impression they were wary of telling us about
their experiences and daily practices.

2.2.4. Parent interviews

Unfortunately, we have not been able to conduct a sufficient number of interviews with
parents. We tried to arrange interviews by involving the students, the teachers and the
school leadership and by contacting the parents directly ourselves. One of several reasons
for this problem was that the parents who were asked were unaware of our fieldwork at the
school; some did not even know that their child was interviewed25. Secondly, our insufficient
relationship with the parents was not surprising when taking into consideration the general
scepticism towards any public or outside interest with regard to questions concerning
ethnicity. In one case, an older brother called back to tell us in a firm manner that his mother
was not at all interested. Finally, language proved to be a great barrier. Since we neither had
financial resources to pay a translator, nor found that parent interviews should be in the
presence of other family members or relatives, who could have divergent interests (school
staff for instance), we were in a situation in which we could not get access to the
“monolingual”  families/parents.  In  retrospect,  we  perhaps  should  have  taken  this  into
consideration, but at our introductory meetings at both schools, we were given the
impression that language would not be a problem. Nevertheless, except for one interview,
we have only interviewed parents who speak Danish26.

2.2.5. Focus-group discussions

Not surprisingly, we had a hard time arranging the discussions, with the exception of the
three  discussions  conducted  with  the  students.  Here,  we  rather  easily  made  the

25 The efforts made to inform the parents were in accordance with normal standards, if not exceeding them.
26 Whom we consider holds the best opportunities to succeed both educationally and financially.
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appointments and the experience of the discussions was in general that we had some fruitful
discussions with a nice variety of perspectives. Concerning more detailed and thick
descriptions of ethnicity, the focus-group discussions proved an efficient instrument. The
teachers engaged in discussions on inter-ethnic differences more than the students and
parents did, and thus provided fruitful information.

2.2.6. Representative interviews and observations in the community

As the final component of our fieldwork, we conducted community observations and
interviews with civil and official representatives. Inspired by the data already collected, we
chose to include the following four institutions or social initiatives in  this  part  of  our
fieldwork: a local youth club, an NGO initiative at the local library, the local football club and
the local basketball club. With the exception of the local basketball club, we were able to
make arrangements with the selected institutions. Knowing that some of the students
observed  at  the  schools  were  actively  involved,  we  easily  had  good  relationships  with  the
leaders and got their support for conducting observations and interviews at the “locations”.

Because  of  the  way  in  which  the  students  generally  understated  the  role  of  ethnicity,  the
challenge of the analyses below is to clarify the contextualising and situating significance of
ethnicity. Not least since the interviews and focus-group discussions with parents and
teachers seem to broaden the span and level of details concerning matters of ethnicity, this
thereby gives us the possibility of addressing the students’ information from different
perspectives. The analyses below will provide more profound knowledge on the relations
between ethnicity, religion, gender, socioeconomic background, migration history etc. and
the opportunities within the educational system.
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Chapter 3. Factors and Motivation behind Varying School Performance and
Diverging Educational Careers

This chapter will look into the students’ schooling, their descriptions, motivations and
explanations of their performance, attendance and longer-term educational careers. To
understand their attitudes, aspirations and practices in school, we also need to understand
the relations between the students’ family situations, migration histories, schooling
strategies and ethnic identity strategies. The analysis below will show the role the variety of
family situations and migration histories plays in relation to the perceptions and positions
of the ethnic minority students, and thereby be related to a set of different schooling and
social mobility strategies among ethnic minority families and students. To identify the
factors that explain the mechanisms of educational career, school success and failure among
different  groups  of  minority  ethnic  students,  we  will  begin  this  chapter  by  providing  an
examination of the students’ dispositions in order to discuss how they consider themselves
with regards to the dominant discourse of education as a means of social mobility. Based on
our rich materials of individual interviews with students and parents, the various
dimensions of characterising their families will be brought together, showing their
positioning within the broadly perceived society. The second section will outline two key
ideal types of schooling strategies and provide some narrative descriptions of those
positions among the students. The aim of this section is to identify the characteristics of
these positions, and to examine the students’ experiences at school, their aspirations and
feelings of recognition with a focus on their desire to hold someone else responsible for
their success or failure. In the third section, we will change our perspective and discuss the
performance and advancement of students from the perspective of the teachers. Hence,
observations inside and outside the classroom, individual interviews and focus group
discussions with teachers will be the main source for analyses presented in this section.

3.1. Students’ positioning within the broader society

We conducted 17 interviews with students, nine of these from Belleview School and eight
from Fraser School. Due to a variety of circumstances, we only conducted five interviews
with  parents,  four  from  Belleview  School  and  one  at  Fraser  School27.  An  overview  of  the
student sample is given in Table 3.1.

27 Four  of  the  five  interviews  were  with  parents  of  children  in  the  classes  under  observation  (Macedonian,
Iraqi/Kurdish, Afghan and Danish). One parent (Turkish) had children at the Belleview school, but not in any
of the classes being observed.
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Table 3.1. Description of student sample regarding country of origin, language and family
situation

Fraser School
Stud
ent

Gend
er

Country
of
Origin

Language
at home

Age at
migration

Parental
relations at
home

Local site Siblings

01 f Turkey Turkish
and Danish

Born in
Denmark

Single mother
stepfather

Fraser 1

02 m Lebanon Arabic and
Danish

Born in
Denmark

Fraser 6

03 m Macedonia Danish and
Albanian

Born in
Denmark

Fraser 3

04 m Macedonia
/Albanian

Danish,
Albanian
Macedonia
n

Born in
Denmark

Single mother Fraser 1

05 f Iraq/
Lebanon

Arabic and
Danish

Born in
Denmark

Single mother Fraser 5

06 f Somalia Somali and
Danish

Born in
Denmark

Single mother Fraser 4

07 m Turkey/
Kurdish

Danish and
Kurdish

Born in
Denmark

Fraser 1

08 m Iran Persian
and Danish

Born in
Denmark

Fraser 4

Belleview School
01 m Somalia Somali,

Danish and
Italian

Newborn Fraser 1

02 f Palestinian
/Lebanon

Arabic and
Danish

12 years
old

Father and
stepmother

Fraser 10

03 m Somalia/
Denmark

Danish Born in
Denmark

Single mother Fraser 0

04 m Pakistan Danish and
Urdu

Born in
Denmark

Belleview 3

05 f Afghani-
stan

Dari and
Danish

Newborn Belleview 5

06 m Somalia Somali and
Danish

Born in
Denmark

Single father Belleview 2

07 f Morocco Berbic,
Moroccan
and Danish

11 years
old

Belleview 2

08 f Iraq/
Kurdish

Kurdish
and Danish

Born in
Denmark

Fraser 1

09 f Pakistan  Danish and
Urdu

Born in
Denmark

Belleview 2
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The data presented in Table 3.1 indicate that the participants are a rather mixed group of
minority ethnic students. Similarly, this variety of ethnic minority students is found also in
the two schools under observation and in the four classes being investigated. With the
exception of three students who were born in their countries of emigration, the rest of the
students were born in Denmark. Only one student has not lived most of her life in
Denmark28. All the parents, except for two29, were born in their countries of emigration and
for various reasons moved to Denmark primarily during their late youth/early adulthood.
Thus, the majority moved to Denmark during the 1980s and 1990s, with only a few of the
parents having lived in Denmark during the 1970s30. The majority of the families come from
conditions of war (Somalia (3), Lebanon (2) and Iraq/Lebanon (1)) and political
marginalisation or minoritisation (Iran/Kurdistan (2), Afghanistan (1) and Turkey (1)).
Only families from Macedonia (2), Pakistan (2), Morocco (1) and Turkey (1) came to
Denmark  as  migrants  of  labour.  These  families  could  be  said  to  have  more  profound
relations to their countries of emigration, socially and materially, which will be discussed
below. Thus, these families, to a greater extent than those that fled their countries, keep in
touch with and often visit family and friends in their “home country”. Apart from two
families that struggled to find a place of residence prior to settling in Denmark, the rest of
the families had moved directly to Denmark. Twelve out of 17 students live in rental
apartments, in social housing facilities in Fraser area, making this the most “prominent” site
of the data sample. Two families live in another social housing facility – recently built and
located in the city centre of Greendale31. One family lives in yet another social housing
facility located in a quieter area of Greendale and another family lives outside Greendale –
in a social housing facility. Only one family lives in an apartment under a multi-ownership
scheme, located nearby Belleview School. All students speak more than one language at
home and consider themselves bilingual. The pattern is that they speak Danish with their
siblings and Danish as well as a minority language with their parents. Two students live
together with, respectively, four and five siblings, and another two students have lived with
older  siblings  who  have  left  the  house.  Concerning  religion,  the  vast  majority  of  the
interviewed students and families consider themselves Muslims.

28 The girl’s grandparents took care of her while her parents were living and working in Denmark, since her
birth. She is the only student who profoundly expresses a desire to move back to her country of emigration.
29 Both of them (mothers) were born in Denmark, the one has a Turkish background and the other is ethnic
Danish.
30 As  is  the  case  within  the  general  public  discourse  on  ethnic  minorities,  at  the  age  of  14-16  years,  the
students are considered second-generation immigrants.
31 From  what  we  know  of  this  housing  sector,  it  is  very  similar  in  terms  of  socio-economic  and  ethnic
composition to that of Fraser.
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Table 3.2. Description of student sample regarding socio-economic and educational
backgrounds

Student Working situation
of father

Working
situation of
mother

Education of
father

Education of
mother

Fraser School
01 No info.

Stepfather works as
bus-driver

No work No formal
education

Attended school in
Turkey

02 No work No work No info. No info.
03 Bus-driver After school care High school in

Denmark
No info.

04 Hairdresser No info. No info.
05 Taxi-driver No work Upper secondary

school in Iraq
Lower secondary
school in Iraq

06 No info. No work No info. No education
07 Taxi-driver Shopping mall High school in

Turkey
10th grade in
Denmark

08 Retired Office assistant High school in
Iran

High school in
Iran

Belleview
School
01 No work No work Higher education

in Somalia
Higher education
in Somalia

02 Mobile business No work Engineering
school in DK

No education

03 No info. Train conductor No info. No info.
04 Sickness benefit Social welfare Chief education

in DK
No info.

05 Retired Retired High school in
Afghanistan

High school in
Afghanistan

06 School library No work Education as
librarian

Under education

07 Retired No work No info. Under training
08 Owns a restaurant No work No info. No info.
09 Factory No work High school in

Pakistan
No info.

Among the parents from Belleview School, seven were outside the workforce (four women
and three men), four were unemployed (three women and one man), two were salaried on
a basic skill level (one woman and one man), one was salaried on a medium skill level and
two were self-employed (men). Among the eight families from Fraser School, we learned
that they were more frequently employed. Nine were salaried on the lowest skill level (five
men and four women); two were unemployed (women), three were outside the workforce
(two men and one woman), and two were self-employed (one man and one women).
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The greatest distinction between the cohort of parents at Fraser School and Belleview
School concerns their level of education. While 12 out of 16 parents at Fraser School have
elementary school as their highest educational level, this was only the case for 7 out of 17
parents at Belleview School. Also, the number with higher education differs. At Belleview
School three parents have had higher education, while none of the parents at Fraser School
have. In comparing the findings in Survey Report on Ethnic Difference in Education in
Denmark (Thomsen et al., 2010, Table 1.3), the education level of parents from Fraser
School is considerably below the Greendale average. The Belleview parents are more
typical, although the education level of ethnic minorities in Greendale is substantially lower
than the average including ethnic Danes.
Regarding employment and educational backgrounds, gender stands out as a decisive
factor. All of the men are or have been part of the workforce32 although on a rather unstable
basis, while half of the women have spent all or most of their time in Denmark as
housewives. Some have attended a Danish language course33, others have been temporarily
employed due to the retirement of their husbands, and the rest are employed34.
Compared to the national average, fewer children in Copenhagen, in general, and in the
Greendale district, in particular, live in intact families. More children are growing up in
families with single mothers, which is the case with five out of 19 students in our sample.
Also, more families live in social housing than the national average. Among the parent
population, there is a significantly lower level of educational attainment than for
inhabitants with a majority background, and this level is also below the national average for
the large immigrant population. The employment rate is also below the national average for
the  same  age  group  of  parents.  Finally,  people  with  income  from  some  sort  of  social
security, in Copenhagen and in this district, reflect about 20% of the inhabitants with a
majority  background;  it  is  about  twice  as  great  a  number  for  the  immigrant  or  minority
ethnic  population.  The  categories  of  families  can  be  divided  into  groups  of  more  or  less
educational capital from their countries of emigration on the one hand, and more or less
economic capital in Denmark due to their unskilled working positions.

3.2. Categories of schooling strategies

We have constructed two different categories of ethnic minority schooling strategies. We
use the notion of strategy as an analytic devise to understand the students’ positioning, and
how their actions are conditioned by an accumulation of orientations, capitals and
dispositions. The point to be drawn from this notion of strategy is that the students’ actions
are not solely supported by consciousness, but also based on practical knowledge of what is
possible (and impossible) within the scope provided by the accumulation of personal and
cultural  history.  The  strategies  work  as  a  set  of  dimensions  across  a  continuum  and  are

32 Four are on early retirement and one is on ordinary retirement, among them three have migrated from
countries at war (Afghanistan, Iraq and Lebanon).
33 Today, completing a Danish language course is compulsory in order to receive a residence permit as well as
social services.
34 In addition to this, only one of the women is full-time employed at a basic skill level. The rest are salaried at
the lowest skill level.
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intended to set up a framework for further, more nuanced discussion below. The categories
are referred to as a strategy of commitment and a strategy of instrumentation. These may be
thought of as two different structures of narratives about schooling and educational
careers. The social conditions, family situations and migrant histories for each strategy are
different, and some of the major differences are summarised in Table 3.3. For each case of
strategy, data from individual interviews with students and parents are presented below to
analyse and discuss these differences. It is important however that the similarities between
them must be borne in mind as well as the differences.

Table 3.3. Categories of schooling strategies

A strategy of commitment A strategy of instrumentation

Existing family tradition of education

(Higher cultural capital in an embodied form)

Weakly defined family tradition of education

(Lower cultural capital in an embodied form)

Strongly committed to the value of education
itself and the importance of obtaining
educational qualifications based in a strictly
disciplined approach to schooling

(Higher cultural capital in its institutionalised
form)

Positive attitude towards schooling and
education although social relations are
considered as much of importance as academic
skills

(Lower cultural capital in its institutionalised
form)

Education is less a means of the individual
student’s future career than a dimension of a
common family social mobility strategy brought
about through the migratory pattern of
investment

Education is more a means of the individual
student’s future career than a dimension of a
common family social mobility strategy brought
about through the migratory pattern of
investment

More close contact with the family, and kinship
relationships living either in Denmark or abroad

Less close contact with the family, although they
have a more extended network of relationships

They are part of ethnically mixed groups of
peers inside and outside school as a significant
factor of “an accommodation without
assimilation strategy”35; for further
investigation, see chapter five

They are part of an ethnically mixed group of
peers inside and outside school as a significant
factor of “an accommodation without
assimilation strategy”

35 “(...) a strategy of accommodation and acculturation without assimilation” (Gibson, 1988, p. 24). Gibson uses
the term assimilation “to  describe  the  process  whereby  individuals  of  one  society  or  ethnic  group  are
incorporated or absorbed culturally into another. At the individual level, cultural assimilation implies loss of
identification with one’s former group” (ibid. p. 24). With the term acculturation, Gibson means: “a process of
culture change and adaptation which results when groups with different cultures come into contact (...)
Acculturation may be an additive process or one in which old and new traits are blended” (ibid.  pp.  24-25).
Lastly, Gibson uses the term accommodation as follows: “In overseas settings, Punjabi frequently make an
effort to conform publicly to requirements of the larger society in order to avoid or reduce conflict between
themselves and other groups. In other words, Punjabis choose in certain situations to subordinate their ways
to those of the dominant group when they believe this to be in their best interests or those of their children.
They may adopt such an approach even though they consider their own ways superior to those of the
majority” (ibid. p. 25).
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3.2.1. A strategy of commitment

Instances of schooling choices determined by a strategy of commitment have been noted
among students who strongly subordinate other interests to those of their schooling in
their efforts to achieve even more than their school or their parents expect of them. For this
type of student, this results in a strictly disciplined lifestyle. It is something of a paradox in
their situation that they make decisions surrounding success based on options that, when
considered objectively, are not actually available to them, but that they appear to insist
upon anyway. It is the students’ belief in their own chances that becomes an incentive to
overcome obstacles in the path of objective possibilities. They are motivated by a pragmatic
view that their chances appear greater than they actually are in reality, and it is this view
that  allows  them  to  succeed  in  realising  their  opportunities.  By  placing  more  or  less
complete priority on education, they become the education system’s best customers. Some
students have a greater tendency to break away from social obligations if they stand in the
way of their individual success, while other students keep close contact with their families
since their own success is part of the success of the family as a whole. They can expect some
academic support from their parents depending on how much educational career already
has been a factor in the family’s social positioning, and ultimately there may be emotional
support  and  high  levels  of  encouragement  within  the  family.  Data  from  a  number  of
students are presented to illustrate this pattern of commitment.
This  student  (Fraser  01)  has  a  Turkish  labour  migration  background  and  was  born  in
Denmark. Her mother came to Denmark at the age of 18, whereas her father came to
Denmark as a child. Both parents attended school until approximately 9th grade. Her mother
attended school in Turkey and she has attended language school in Denmark. However,
neither of them have any formal education, although the student reported that “my mother
stopped attending school and started helping my grandmother. It wasn’t a city life.” Her
parents  are  divorced  and  she  lives  with  her  older  brother,  her  mother  and  her  mother’s
boyfriend. Her older brother is finishing high school. She attends Fraser School, lives in the
Fraser area, in which she plays football with great passion, and although she is comfortable
living there, she is also aware of the site’s bad reputation. Overall, she feels rather
comfortable  about  schooling  and  she  wants  to  continue  her  studies  into  high  school.  She
describes  herself  as  being  very  focused  and  clear  about  her  school  objective  and  the
purpose it serves for her and her future life. Thus, she emphasises the importance of
continuing her studies, which she finds absolutely necessary as to be able to take care of
herself and make new friends. She describes the school in positive terms, and estimates the
importance of having teachers who are able to work seriously with the students’ learning,
aiming at their final exams at the end of the year. Her idea about success in school is closely
linked to  her  idea of  “doing well”;  she reports  she gets  high marks,  has  a  high average,  is
active in class and academically gifted. She also emphasises the importance of having
friends as a dimension of being successful, but does not find ethnicity of importance. She
says:
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“If you take care of yourself and do homework and participate, in the classes, then it doesn’t matter
what country you come from. It’s up to the person to show who he or she is and not talk so much
about his/her background.”

Her parents support her schooling by attending home-school meetings and asking her
about her homework. She also gets help from her older brother, whom she considers as an
important role model because he is finishing high school. About her future career, she
wants to become a doctor and perhaps work at hospital, and she emphasises how proud her
family will be if she succeeds.
The  student  (Fraser  03)  described  in  the  next  case  also  attends  Fraser  School,  and  is
described by teachers and schoolmates as being one of the most clever and ambitious
students in class. His parents came to Denmark as labour migrants 20 years ago from
Macedonia, although his ethnic background does not seem to be of great importance. He
lives in the Fraser area with his parents and three siblings. His father has taken a high
school degree in Denmark, and both his parents are employed, his father as bus-driver and
his mother in after-school care. He explains that his parents still have a property in their
country of emigration, in common with family members living there. The student clearly
expresses that he likes going to school, and likes his teachers, his friends, the school and the
subjects of study:
“I’m pleased with them (the teachers) and they’re pleased about having me as a student (…) It’s
because I’m very active and stuff like that. I do my stuff (homework) show up on time and all those
good things. And I’m not noisy in class, so like, that’s something I’m very pleased about.”

He has great emotional support from his parents and a high level of encouragement, and
also academic support from his father and sometimes from his older brother if it is needed.
Thus, he explains how he would do his homework during the evenings together with his
father.  He  is  getting  high  marks  in  school  and  performs  well  with  regards  to  what  the
teachers expect of a student in 9th grade. He does not have any negative feelings about the
school, however, he does report that forgetting to do his homework would make him feel
uncomfortable  in  class.  He  mostly  prefers  English,  Physics,  Math  and  Danish  because  he
does well and also needs these subjects for further education. He perceives himself as an
intelligent person compared to his classmates, when asked how to position himself in the
class. He does not feel that his ethnic background influences his daily life at the school and
generally perceives himself as a Dane.
The third student (Belleview 01) is attending Belleview School. His parents came to
Denmark as refugees from Somalia, and he arrived with his parents just after his birth. He
lives with his parents and one sibling outside the Fraser area. His parents are well
educated; his father is educated as a veterinarian and his mother studied economics before
leaving Somalia. Neither of them have been able to use their education in Denmark and
have primarily been employed as unskilled labourers. His mother has taken some studies
within the pedagogic field, but without finishing them. The student is considering his
educational career as something that is more or less “a natural order of things”. He
describes how his parents are supporting him to take a university degree and since
educational career already has been a factor in the family’s social positioning, he feels that
responsibility and works seriously hard towards it. In addition to this, the student
understands the importance of being in Denmark and having the opportunity to take an
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education, an opportunity many of his family members in Somalia do not have. Here we see
how habitus is working as a disposition in a way, which strengthens the student’s self-
confident perception of getting ahead. The student considers himself to be very active
during math, Danish, and religion, because he likes both the teachers and subjects, while he
is less active during other lessons. He says:
“I really like math...I like to discuss during lessons of religion. I know a lot about Islam, which I
learned when I was a young child. Some lessons I like because I find it interesting and some lessons
I'm completely down because I don't understand the crap.”

He  likes  the  school  and  his  class,  and  he  describes  his  teachers  as  both  very  helpful  and
academically qualified, with the exception of one physics teacher and several different
substitute teachers. He underlines that “the teachers look at how you are, not which country
you are from” and he seems to profit academically from his personal knowledge about Islam
during lessons of religious studies. He expresses himself clearly in order to describe ways of
success in the school: “One thing is to do well with your friends and another thing is to do well
with high grades and to learn something. If I do badly, then I feel bad about myself.” When he
describes his own position in class, he initially describes himself as normal, also in
comparison with the students who he describes as “very intelligent”.

The last student (Belleview 02) we will describe here came to Denmark with her mother
and siblings when she was 11 years old. Her father was already living in Denmark and both
her parents are Palestinian refuges from Lebanon. She is living in the Fraser area with her
father, stepmother and five of 10 siblings. She describes the importance of her ethnic and
religious background and what it means to her to have close relationships with relatives in
Denmark, Lebanon and abroad. She appears to be very happy with school:
“I'm happy to go to school. I like school. I'm actually really bored when I don't have school. I used to
not like weekends at all, I thought they were boring because you had nothing to do (…) I'm in school
because I would like to learn and I would like to move on. That's the main point. I wanna get
something out of being here.”

The student underlines the importance of the academic part of schooling and describes how
she likes the teachers in Danish and math classes mostly because of their teaching methods
and willingness almost always to help when needed. She emphasises the significance of
doing well in school, because if not she will then have a hard time in further education. She
believes that school success is the entry to further education. In her mind, school success
has  to  do  with  doing  her  homework,  showing  up  to  lessons,  and  participating  without
disturbing during lessons. On the other hand, she does not believe that her ethnic
background has any influence on either her schooling or her future educational career.
Concerning the cases above, the students, by disposition, seem to have embodied the
previously mentioned “feel for the game”. However, the students’ perceptions of education
are strongly supported by the educational capital of family members living in Denmark and
abroad; they are also aware that they have to put a constant and great effort into school. A
fundamental point is, furthermore, that they also take responsibility for their own relative
ability; it is their own responsibility to meet the school’s requirements, which is why the
assessment of subject grades is an assessment of whether they are trying as hard as they
should, i.e., whether they prepare well for and participate actively in class. The students
often spend more time with their homework than their classmates do, since their individual
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success is considered the success of the family too. Yet they do not feel as if they are pushed
aside or treated differently. They are satisfied with their personal efforts and judge
themselves as coping well in most subjects. They judge their efforts in the field of schooling
according to the position of the most skilled students, who at both schools are considered
the ones who are listening and concentrating, participating, asking questions if they don’t
understand, doing homework, and meeting on time, in contrast to students who are failing,
and described as coming late, refusing to participate in class discussion, and chatting
together in patois.

3.2.2. A strategy of instrumentation

Instances of schooling choices determined by an instrumentation strategy have been noted
among students typically within families with less or rather limited educational capital, but
likely committed to the value of education itself and the importance of educational
qualifications by giving emotional support and high levels of encouragement. Although they
generally do not question the value of schooling, they do however find school boring and as
such are paying more attention to the significance of peer relations. Attending school can
also be a part of an alternative strategy, where the direction among boys can be to enter
into a family member’s local business, either in Denmark or the country of emigration. And
especially for the girls, their deliberations about education can be connected to thoughts
about future marriage. Data from a number of students will be presented to illustrate this
pattern of instrumentation.

This student (Fraser 07) has a Kurdish background; his parents have a labour migrant
background from Turkey. He was born in Denmark, and is living and attending school in the
Fraser area. His parents are employed as unskilled labourers, and they both have an upper
secondary education from Turkey. According to the student, the best time in school is
during the breaks, because then he can walk around and does not have to behave quietly.
He describes how he tries to be active in school, since it is his last year and he knows that he
has to “pull himself together” and improve his performance if he wants to go to high school.
In general, his impression is that the class is managing school work much better this year,
because they have learned the message from the teachers that this is their last chance for
improvement. He says:
“If I want to go to high school then something must happen. You cannot just walk around and look
into the air or talk with the guy next to you. You have to do something about it.”

He is the student who is the most concerned about the tendency among teachers to treat
students differently. His experience is that the girls generally get better treatment than the
boys, for instance, if a student has forgotten to do his/her homework, then it turns out
worse for a boy, who will be “written down”, while the girl will just get a “warning”. He also
reports that when he was younger, he had to go to special lessons four hours a week and
have a lot of tests (assumed to be language tests), and this made him feel that he maybe was
a bit stupid:
“Sometimes we who come from another country, this kind of special teaching, we had to do other
work (in school), we were tested to find out how good we were. When you are a small guy, then you
feel a bit like “Why am I here? Am I stupid or what? Why do I sit here?”
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The next student (Belleview 06) has a Somali background; his parents lived in a number of
different European countries before they came to Denmark 17-18 years ago. His father has
close Somali friends living in the neighbourhood, with whom he joins a NGO that collects
funding for the extended family (“clan”) in Somalia. He lives close to and attends Belleview
School. Before that he went to two other schools. He lives with his father who is employed
at an elementary school library. He reports that he is interested in school (at least some of
the subjects), but finds it hard to get up in the morning and is often late. He likes to learn,
but his interest in subjects varies, depending on the dedication of the teachers. His
participation and dedication in class vary accordingly, e.g., in Biology, having a substitute
teacher for two months now, he does not do the assignments; he just leaves the class. He
reports that he is tired of school; “I don’t mind going to school (…) I’m tired of school.” The
best thing about school is being with peers, which he also underlines when considering
being successful in school. He gives an example of a female ethnic minority student, who,
although good in all subjects, is not “popular” amongst the other students. He is generally
worried about whether he will  be able to complete high school; “I can make it if I want to
(…) If I just make an effort, I can do it (…) but it depends on who you hang out with.” Thus, he
is concerned about what direction his education career will take, depending almost on his
choice of future peer group relations.
This third student (Fraser 04), with a Macedonia/Albanian labour migration background,
and living in a self-employed family with no educational background, most profoundly
expresses narratives about schooling that fit into an instrumental strategy:
“I like going to school because my friends are here. We have fun and I’m not tired of the school, I like
it. But sometimes when we get too much homework, it’s a bit stressful, because you also want to
spend time with your friends (…) I don’t see myself as smart, but I don’t see myself as stupid either.
I’m in the middle.  I  can do the things,  but there are also things I  can’t do.  So I’m like in between.”
(Describes how he sees himself in his class.)

The last student does not entirely fit into either of the strategies. The student (Fraser 05)
has Iraqi and Lebanese backgrounds; her father is from Iraq and her mother from Lebanon.
She does not know exactly why her parents came to Denmark about 17-19 years ago. She
lives and attends school in the Fraser area. She has five siblings and lives with her mother
and younger brother. Her mother is not employed and her father is working as taxi-driver.
Concerning their education, they have primary and secondary school and her father, as far
as she knows, studied religion when they lived in Lebanon. In general the student seems to
enjoy school, primarily because it is a place where she can spend time with her friends. She
says:

“The good thing is that I can be with my friends. I don't have anything negative to say. I often look
forward to going to school because then I can be with (names of friends) (…) It is a good class
because even though we are very different and are coming from many different places, then we can
still relate to each other and be together without prejudices and stuff like that.”

The student in general is active during lessons and believes, in her own words, that she is
“probably one of the smart ones in her class.” She thinks it is important that you do your
homework and hand in assignments, “because you need all that you've been taught to move
on  in  your  life,  e.g.,  if  you  wanna  go  to  high  school,  then  you  need  to  be  pretty  good  at  all
subjects.” She says that her parents want her to do well in school, which is why she tries the
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best  she  can  to  succeed,  also  with  help  from  her  siblings;  however,  she  says,  “but if one
cannot, then one cannot”.

In comparison, these students with a predominantly instrumental strategy do not have the
same sort of self-confidence regarding succeeding at school. These students, in contrast, are
less sure about the upcoming decision about their education; they seem to find it difficult to
put all the possible choices into perspective. Although they also are more or less ambiguous
in their attitudes toward school and the upcoming choice about their education, they are
also  concerned  what  will  happen  if  they  leave  school;  their  immediate  worry  is  the
connection they would lose with friends and the surrounding environment. On the other
hand, they are somewhat tired of school and find it difficult to see the potential of
continuing with education in a larger perspective; most pressing for them is why they
should continue if it will not lead to anything, or if they lack the ability to continue anyway.
They also seem to be less organised with their spare time, and are on the whole more
interested in spending time with their peers. The girls spend some of their spare time on
activities in the local female youth centre, which for them is also a way of being together in
public with peers of their age, while the boys are more frequently found in ethnically-mixed
groups in public.

While the students tend to underscore the rather positive aspects of attending school, some
of the interviewed parents have a slightly more critical perspective. One of the parents
argues with reference to the teaching methods at school: “In  my mind,  endless  freedom for
young children is not a good idea. Control is the most important thing. If there is no control,
things  can  go  wrong” (Afghan, male). Although this is not expressed in the student
interviews, we know from the focus group discussions with teachers at both schools that a
rather large number of ethnic minority students have difficulties navigating within the
methodology of problem-oriented teaching. The parents generally express a profound belief
in the school but they have some objections, concerning primarily the teachers: “well, I think
that  some  of  the  teachers  have  a  big  influence  on  the  bilingual  children  (…)  Some  of  the
teachers, it was racism, that’s what it was. It was always the bilingual children that got the
blame” (Turkish, female). This criticism is primarily pointed at some of the teachers who
are believed not to fulfil what is considered important: “If you (teachers) demand something
of  the  students,  they  too  are  entitled  to  demand  things  of  you” (Danish, woman). Another
point of criticism is the rather frequent employment of substitute teachers. The parents
believe that their children do not learn much from these teachers. This said, the parents do
not  provide  any  detailed  descriptions  of  the  different  teachers,  but  they  ascribe  the  most
importance  and  value  to  the  teachers  they  know  and  have  contact  with  –  the  classroom
teacher and in some instances the math teacher.

3.3. Teachers’ practices and attitudes toward ethnic minority students

How the students’ performance and advancement are described and understood among
teachers will be discussed in this section, primarily relying on sources of classroom
observations, individual teacher interviews and focus group discussions. The themes of
discussion are: school environment relationships, parental support (cultural capital in
embodied form), perceptions of students, cultural categories of skills and performance
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(cultural capital in institutionalised form), interpersonal relations among students inside
and outside school, and attitudes towards teaching in ethnically-mixed classes.

3.3.1. Fraser School

From classroom observations, we learned of the existence of a rather significant division
between  the  methods  used  by  the  classroom  teachers  and  those  used  by  the  subject
teachers. In particular, the subjects of biology and German language were framed by noisy
and turbulent atmospheres and were also significantly lower rated by the students. In
general,  it  seemed  to  be  the  boys  who  initiated  classroom  disturbances.  Subjects  like
Danish, math and English language, taught by either of two classroom teachers, on the other
hand, were manageable, and also highly rated by students. The students seemed not only to
like the subjects, but also felt rather comfortable with the teaching practice among the
teachers they liked the best. During these lessons, the nature of the content taught and
sanctioned in the classroom was changed in a more quiet and disciplined direction so that
the students – primarily the boys – signified a completely different level of performance
without making trouble by either disturbing or chatting together in patois. Thus, respectful
relationships with teachers seemed to be of importance among ethnic minority students,
and also a prerequisite for their way of behaving; they also likely are aware of “where the
boundaries of behaving go”36. It was clear from our observations that the students
addressed the teachers with respect in a personal and friendly manner. We found no real
attempts to undermine or challenge the authority of the classroom teachers. Even though
there was a difference between them in terms of both gender and teaching style – the male
teachers being more loud and agile than the female teachers – neither their position nor
authority were challenged. Forms of teaching during these lessons varied, without
problems across a more ordinary teacher controlled form, group work, minor independent
tasks, and class discussions. In addition, we could assume that there was a significant
correspondence between a positive teacher-student relationship, on the one hand, and a
variety of teaching methods on the other. We could not identify any significant gender-
differences among students within those contexts of varying teaching methods.

During observations, the markers of distinction of inter-ethnic relations among students
were  mostly  invisible  due  to  the  fact  that  there  was  only  one  ethnic  majority  student  in
class during the observation. From the interviews, we were told that ethnicity first and
foremost  played  a  role  outside  the  school,  while  the  students  within  the  school  were
described to  be more alike or  just  being “different”,  which to  some extent  naturalised the
category of ethnicity. However, there were incidents in which unequal gender relations
between primarily “Arabic” boys and minority ethnic girls turned out to be understood in
terms  of  ethnicity.  One  of  several  perceptions  among  the  teachers  was  that  they  found  a
major tendency among the “Arabic” minority ethnic boys to construct a certain view of
“Muslim” culture, aiming at reproducing unequal gender relations learned from home.
Another was that minority ethnic boys sometimes perceived themselves as victims of

36 During the interviews, both teachers and students explained that the level of respect has to do with not least
the contact these teachers have with the parents. Thus the ‘thread’ of involving the home appears to be
immense. The teachers in general emphasise the importance of establishing a respectful position in order to
be able to carry out one’s work.
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racism both within and outside the school, which primarily was explained by referring to
Fraser as a rough area, and stigmatised as a ghetto. This tendency also included some of the
girls, but in opposition to the boys, they were not as explicit about it, and explained by the
teachers it was because of their quieter behaviour in class. In cases of conflict inside school,
one teacher reported: “I  think  like  I  already  said,  sometimes  the  environment  is  sort  of  a
tough kind of line, “survival of the fittest” here. And sometimes, some boys would come and
mark  their  territory  and  it  can  be  anyone  from  any  of  the  ethnic  groups.” Regarding how
ethnic identity was perceived to influence ethnic relations, another teacher said:
“They find it a little bit difficult to relate to what they really are. But we (teachers) keep saying that
they are born and raised in Denmark, so in fact they are Danes, but it’s not even all of them who
have Danish citizenship, so you can’t really say that they’re Danes. So they have a problem of
belonging…well problem…they don’t have a firm base in Denmark, so that’s why they hold on to
their ethnic minority group; they’re Albanians, Turks, Lebanese, Arabs or whatever they are. And
they really hold on to that.”

Concerning the students’ performance, according to the math teacher, they were on an
average level as long as it was not language based, but when it was, it became a problem for
minority  ethnic  students  to  perform  properly.  They  were  also  described  as  having  a
restricted knowledge of Danish history, culture and society.
“If we look at school performance, it’s a poor conceptual understanding of both the Danish language,
society and the world we live in which is missing. The natural curiosity is lacking, at least for most of
them, like “how is that possible?” There’s no curiosity after knowledge. “We live in our own little x-
village world and that’s good enough for us”. There is nothing about expanding their horizons and
so on. This limits one’s school performance, written and orally. And that’s what I as a teacher find to
be the biggest challenge.”

According  to  this  teacher,  all  students,  despite  lingual  and  cultural  barriers,  had  a  unique
individual character, which was hard to neglect when considering their ability to achieve
properly, although she believed that skills, like oral presentation, conceptual and cultural
knowledge, e.g., about Danish fairytales, spelling, writing etc., were actually dividing the
students into two groups: clever and less clever. Ethnicity was also used when categorising
the  students’  ways  of  behaving  in  school;  for  example,  it  seemed  that  lack  of  respect
corresponded with Somali students, while hardworking corresponded with Albanians.
Parental support was also described as an important factor behind students’ attitudes and
practices in school. Despite the fact that almost all students had a “working class”
background, one teacher stressed that some parents might have had the potential to
continue their studies, thus being able to support their children about school, homework
and future education more adequately. Generally, the teachers described the cooperation
with parents as an issue of great importance that needed to be improved, which is why this
has been defined as one of the school’s target areas37. They furthermore expressed a clear
distinction between Arabic and Somali families, on the one hand, which they described as
problematic  and  reluctant,  and,  on  the  other  hand,  Albanian  families,  who  they
characterised as kind and cooperative.

3.3.2. Belleview School

37 Depending on the family, they offer more than four mandatory meetings a year.



33

Concerning the quality of teaching, the pattern was similar to the descriptions regarding
Fraser School, where the obvious difference was found between the students’ interest and
approach to the subject of study. The students were disturbing and interrupting during
subjects like German, language and biology, but during lessons taught by classroom
teachers, as well as in math lessons, this was not the case. In these lessons, the students
were found to be considerably more appreciative and responsive to the “knowledge
production of the teacher”. Similar to Fraser School, the interpersonal relations presented
themselves differently depending on the lessons. During these lessons, the manner was
friendly and based on mutual respect; the student could for instance evaluate a teacher’s
pronunciation of a student’s non-Danish name by saying, “the only time you pronounce her
name correctly she is not here”.

The  impression  from  our  observations  was  furthermore  that  ethnicity  as  such  played  a
minor role as a significant category of differentiation. During our observations, we noted an
uneven reproof of students by one teacher, aiming at two or three minority ethnic boys. The
only pattern of significance was that the noisy, ethnic minority boys were (primarily) told
off because they were interrupting the teaching.

From the teacher interviews, we learned that they relied on “personal life experience” as a
rather important qualification while teaching in a multi-ethnic school like Belleview. With
this they were able to more adequately establish personal relations with minority ethnic
students and distance themselves from the immediate school curricula. Talking about the
students as “my kids” was an important indicator of the teachers’ level of engagement.
“I’ve gotten closer to some of them by telling them that I’ve been to the Middle East. Just small things
like that makes them look thankfully at you. And if you can say stuff like that, then you are quickly
accepted.”

Although the teachers primarily explained differences among students’ performance in
terms of socioeconomic backgrounds, they also identified some specific barriers among
minority ethnic students. Firstly, they identified the significance of Danish linguistic
barriers, even though almost every minority ethnic student was born in Denmark38. This
problem was especially mentioned in association with the ability to participate in
classroom discussions, writing skills, and an insufficient vocabulary: “you don’t want to
make a fool of yourself because you have that gangster attitude, like you keep your head high
(…) so you don’t want to raise your hand and ask what is a volcano.” One teacher explained
that  those children who could get  help with their  homework were much better  off,  which
was rarely the case for ethnic minority students, except for one of the most clever ethnic
minority female students, despite the fact that her parents hardly spoke Danish39.

The teachers all considered the classes to be rather heterogeneous concerning the students’
performance, and differences in motivation were described as playing a more significant
role in performance within the classroom. Disturbances between highly and low motivated
students happened regularly. The amount of conflict was at a minimum and rarely due to

38 As described in Table 3.1, the minority ethnic students speak their mother-tongue languages at home with
their parents.
39 From the interviews, it seems that – although implicitly – they find the combination of socioeconomic status
and  being  an  ethnic  minority  to  be  more  limiting  (stigmatising)  than  the  category  of  socioeconomic  status
alone.



34

matters of ethnicity. Only one teacher could remember a conflict of an ethnic character.
Furthermore, the teachers considered ethnicity to be a dimension of relevance among the
students when working together within the classroom, as one teacher expressed: “The
coloured, to some degree, do stick together”. However, they also emphasised that the
minority  ethnic  students  were  not  excluded,  while  mainly  referring  to  a  group  of  four
minority ethnic boys (two from Somalia, one from Pakistan, and one with a mixed Danish-
Somali background), who almost always did group work together and were supposed to be
friends  outside  school  and  living  in  the  same  area  (of  Fraser).  The  same  boys  found
schoolwork to be less important and also rather difficult, and were least optimistic towards
schooling They dressed in a hip-hop style and challenged the teachers and the idea of
schooling by stating, “I don’t give a damn”, “it is not my fault – it is your fault” and “the Danes
and the Danish system are to blame for my not liking and performing in school”. This attitude
came closest to what can be described as a schooling strategy of opposition, and stated by
one teacher as such: “There will always be students who are not doing very well [in life in
general]  and  we  have  to  try  and  help  them  –  not  that  we  are  able  to  (…  )  that  will  never
change; we can’t help them all, unfortunately.” And by another, “I feel that it’s a challenge to
get the best out of all the students that I teach.”

Gender differentiation was also described as important. Minority ethnic girls were
considerably more obliged to put effort into their schooling than ethnic Danish girls. They
were often proud of their work, willing to participate, and aimed at performing in order to
qualify for high school and further education.

The teachers generally characterised the minority ethnic parents as being resourceful and
with great interest in the education of their children. Thus the majority of parents
participated in the four mandatory school meetings each year40. According to the teachers,
however, they found it difficult to balance between, on the one hand, how to inform ethnic
minority parents properly to understand the significance of independent learning skills,
and,  on  the  other,  to  establish  a  mutually  respectful  relationship.  Coming  from  other
countries and school systems, many of the ethnic minority families seemed to expect the
teacher to be a “traditional” authority and saw it as a signal of weakness if a teacher
practiced an inclusive and “dialogic pedagogy”. The teachers felt that minority ethnic
parents somehow made them responsible for everything concerning their children’s
education. This matter of parental cooperation was thus given special attention by using a
translator to overcome cultural and linguistic barriers41.
Regarding school values, the teachers emphasised the importance of addressing Danish
values as long as the students are living in Denmark. This concerned participating practices,
and learning Danish history, culture, landscape and politics; however, it was emphasised
that this should be framed in an inclusive pedagogy based on mutual recognition of cultural
differences and framed in a respectful manner. All teachers described how they appreciate
teaching in a multi-ethnic class, where different personal experiences can broaden the
scope of understanding that there are multiple ways of being Danish.

40 Those  families  found  to  be  less  active  and  willing  to  attend  school  meetings  and  so  forth  are  ethnic
minorities as well as ethnic majority.
41 Two individual meetings are held each school year as well as two meetings including all the parents of each
class.
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At  both  schools,  we  found  that  ethnicity  played  an  important  role  in  how  teachers’  views
about their students are framed and phrased. This has to do with the fact that language – as
an important “tool” of teaching – is crucial from teachers’ perspective: improper knowledge
of Danish language and culture apparently seems to create difficulties in daily instruction
and also in assisting minority ethnic students to achieve performance similar to their
Danish classmates. The conclusion from the perspective of teachers is that ethnicity
categorised more narrowly in terms of language differences creates an “instrumental”
problem for teachers. In chapter six we will broaden the discussion of the relative
importance of ethnicity among students by analysing their descriptions of language barriers
relating to school.
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Chapter 4. Everyday Life in and outside School

In this chapter, interpersonal relations and friendships will be described. Our descriptions
of daily life and activities among students will be gained from individual student interviews
and also from outside classroom observations. The focus will be on primary personal
relationships, as well as in school and after school activities and to discuss how intra- and
inter-ethnic relations manifest themselves. Secondly, we will discuss how adults of
importance are described and appear in these relations, and how these relations also
intersect with the role of social background, gender, local environment and religious
aspects.

4.1. Students’ outside school activities

The 9th grade students at both schools were allowed to leave the school during breaks42 and
thus we experienced a rather profound break in between lectures. During our two days of
observation, we found that some students went outside the school area to smoke cigarettes,
others would go to the local kiosk, leaving the corridors and classrooms half or totally
empty. In general, students would hang out in the student lounge just opposite the
classroom  or  in  the  unlocked  classrooms.  In  search  of  students,  we  also  –  with  no  luck  –
visited the school canteen and the schoolyard. Apparently, the 9th grade students rarely
used the schoolyard and since many of them left the school during lunch breaks to buy food
in local food stores, they were not to be found in the canteen. Since the students leaving the
school were split up into what seemed to be minor groups of minority ethnic boys, and
since after only two days of observation we had not had a chance to establish a relation
trustful enough to join them on their trips away from school, we stayed at the school.
During the breaks, we were primarily approached by those kinds of students who did not
want to participate in the events outside the school43. In that sense, we surely covered what
was going on during breaks with the more “successfully”  school  habituated students.  This
being said, we of course experienced the students coming back, taking part in the events in
the lounge area or in the classroom. As is perhaps the case everywhere, once teenage boys
and girls are together in informal surroundings, the level of noise and action has a tendency
to escalate – in terms of this, both our observed schools were no exception. Once the
students were at the school during breaks, and this is also the case inside the classroom, the
number  of  conflicts  among  the  students  were  relatively  few.  Those  we  observed  we
perceived as minor incidents and in accordance with how teenagers normally react towards
each  other  –  boys  being  rather  loud  and  physical  among  each  other  and  to  some  extent
toward the girls who on the other hand were more quiet preferring to sit together and talk
in and around the sofas.
The students spend leisure time together with friends and by attending different kinds of
sport’s activities. For some girls, the most important leisure activity is to join the local
football club, and for others to join the local basketball club. Those who play either football

42 This is a rather common feature of the public schools in Denmark.
43 From the interviews, we got the impression that a majority of those students leaving the school during
breaks were also the students who were least interested in participating in proper schooling.
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or basketball also described how they once in a while establish friendships with ethnic
Danes  who  the  students  from  Fraser  School  seldom  have  a  chance  to  know  from  school.
Again, some of the girls described how they are together with female friends living close to
their  homes,  making  as  one  describes  “silly  things  and  telling  secrets”,  but  also  that  they
more regularly than the boys are using time together with their families, e.g., taking care of
their younger siblings, watching television or doing homework. Although the girls more
distinctly are not allowed to hang around outside home with female friends during the
evenings, they do not describe this pattern of social regulation in terms of gender
inequalities. One female student in our sample, with a Moroccan background, describes how
as one of her after school activities she attends a Koran school together with other Muslim
girls from her neighbourhood. This girl also describes how she spends time with a group of
girls from other schools whom she knows from outside school activities, and how they
mostly hang out, just sitting around, talking, shopping and going to the cinema.

Among the male students, on the other hand, many of them use their leisure time to play
football, both more regularly by attending a local club and during the evenings by playing at
the lawn. Others spend time chatting on the Internet with youngsters from other parts of
the  world,  about  computer  systems,  schooling,  future  aspirations  etc.,  while  the  rest  are
spending time in a music studio, located in Fraser area. The dominant pattern of leisure
activities is described more fully by one student who explains how he spends time with his
friends in the afternoon and is back at home about 7-8 p.m. Then he watches TV and does
his homework. When he is together with his friends, they, e.g., go to a youth club and play
cards.  The club opens at  3  p.m.  just  after  school  is  finished until  6  p.m.  and is  open again
during evenings for students who attend it as a youth club. As is the case for most of male
students in Fraser school, they have known each other and their older siblings since
childhood, which explains why they are always together with somebody while walking
around in the neighbourhood. One student says: “Some  groups  are  always  in  the  area  of
Fraser hanging out. Us, for example, we go to town, to the movies or to hang out. Sometimes
we go to workout. There are also some that are criminals.”
Another student describes a further pattern of behaving among male youngsters in the
neighbourhood,  when  he  explains  how  he  sees  himself  and  his  friends  as  typical  teenage
boys who “just relax, take it nice and easy, watch TV, listen to music and stuff like that.”

4.2. Adult relations of importance

In this section, the emphasis will be on how students describe adult relations of importance.
All  students  point  towards  the  significance  of  comfortable  and  nice  family  relations,  e.g.,
being familiar with the mother-tongue language and cultural traditions. Citing a mother:
“Yes it is very important to me. Because when I go to Turkey, the place that I am from, and my
children talk but make grammatical errors, people will say ‘Aaah, she can’t talk Kurdish’. I
speak Danish to my children at home but they need to learn Kurdish as well.  They should be
able to stand on their own two feet when they are there [in Turkey]. I also send my children to
learn Turkish here at the school” (Turkish/Kurdish female). Thus, communication about
what it means to have an ethnic background is taking place at home, along generational
lines, and does play an important role among the students. As a student from Fraser School
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describes: “You do not hear much about Somalia, except about the pirates, there are good and
bad things about it, but you really do not hear about the good things; my mother and step-
father  talk  about  good  things  from  the  time  when  they  lived  there,  now  there  is  a  civil  war
there” (Fraser 06).
Some boys from our student sample report that they have Western role models, while some
girls mention an artist from their (parents’) home country, but otherwise role models
understood as external characters, are a rather “silent” category. When students put
forward the importance of role models, it is aimed at significant family members. A male
student states: “My family means a lot to me. My brother is 21 – I have always looked up to
him, everything he does, and he has control over his life. People his age, they, for instance, earn
illegal money; they do not pay taxes on their work. But him [on the opposite], he has control
over  his  life,  he  earns  honest  money,  he  has  work,  he  has  a  girlfriend  he  lives  with,
everything…” (Fraser 08). A female student describes the importance of her maternal aunt
as a role model,  who despite various difficulties has managed to become a dentist.  Having
relatives who have somehow paved the way by gaining knowledge of the educational
system (and other majority systems) could prove to be of great importance to the identity
strategies and future careers of the ethnic minority students. This is also the case among
students who can profit from having older siblings who have paved the way by struggling
against restricted social and cultural family norms. Again, other students propose their
classroom teachers as an important role model whom they can trust and feel safe with
when discussing actual and future problems, aspirations and dreams. It is not possible from
our student sample to describe any clear intersection between the category of social
background  and  the  type  and  amount  of  role  models.  Our  impression  is  however  that  in
particular male students from the Fraser area point to the older minority ethnic peers who
are in a position to control the conflicts between groups of immigrants inside Fraser and
non-immigrants outside Fraser.

Especially teachers from Fraser School find it problematic that youngsters living in the
Fraser area are socially segregated from the wider society.  As described by one teacher in a
focus group discussion, they are: “Victims of this specific island-culture around Fraser area
that seems to be their one and only frame of reference.” This indicates that the “framing of the
world around” creates special problems for minority ethnic students.
Religion, among Muslims, is perceived as a cultural dimension of negotiation within the
majority society. Hence, religion as such does not seem to play a central role in peer
relations among students; they are however concerned about the discursive power of Islam
put forward by the majority society to record manifestations of inter-ethnic conflicts. One
student reports: “I live in Denmark and I'm happy for it (…) but I'm also still happy for where I
come from, like, I like the religion I believe in (Islam, student is wearing a headscarf), and the
culture we have at home (…) Maybe it (ethnic background) would matter if we had just come
to Denmark, but to me, I actually don't think it matters because we have been here long
enough.  We  do  most  things,  maybe  except  for  celebrating  Christmas,  the  same (…) I'm not
worried. I know there are jobs or things I can't do because of the scarf, but I don't care. There
are many other things (…) I think of it as racism; how come a scarf on a head means so much?”
(Belleview 02).
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Chapter 5. Ethnic Identification and Identity Strategies

In chapter three we presented two types of schooling strategies without developing any
distinction between how to identify the students on a continuum between strong versus
weak identification with ethnic identity. In this section, the purpose is to describe how the
students are part of ethnically mixed groups of peers inside and outside school, and thereby
to understand how the significance of ethnicity intersects with categories of gender, social
background, religion and neighbourhoods. The questions addressed in the analysis will be
how safe, comfortable and recognised the students feel in and outside school, what kinds of
cross-ethnic friendships they consider, and how they are positioning themselves within the
local community and the wider Danish society.

We have identified three identity strategies caused by ethnic identification that are merely
for understanding, i.e., as descriptive categories rather than purely theoretically defined
(Moldenhawer, 2001). Firstly, we have identified a strategy of a strong identification with
ethnicity, although without making a clear separation from Danish society. This kind of
ethnic identification is supported by the students’ close relationships with parents, family
members and wider ethnic communities in Denmark and abroad; we have described this as
a strategy of ethnic pride. The second strategy we identified signifying ethnic identification
was a positive approach to cultural diversity, having an ethnic background was felt more of
as an advantage, and also having ethnically mixed friendships was seen as a way of
identifying with both Denmark and the country of emigration. We have described this as a
strategy of reflexive ethnicity. Thirdly, we identified a slightly distanced attitude towards
ethnic  belonging  perceived  as  the  one  and  only  marker  of  identity.  This  kind  of  identity
formation also reflects a self-conscious promoting of mixed immigrant identities; we have
described this as a strategy of downplaying ethnicity. Unlike the strategy of reflexive
ethnicity, this strategy of downplaying ethnicity is less profoundly demonstrating an
ambition for being integrated structurally in Danish society in terms of establishing a
position on the educational and labour market.

5.1. A strategy of ethnic pride

The  first  case  of  this  strategy  is  a  female  student  with  a  Turkish  immigrant  background
(Fraser 01) who emphasises her Turkish background and describes how proud she feels
when, for instance, listening to something validated about Turkey in the news. She also
considers the importance of speaking Turkish, which is why being bilingual is considered a
substantial part of her cultural identity. Her two closest friends are from Turkey, however
she describes how she also has a lot of inter-ethnic friendships mediated through being a
member of the local football club, which means a lot to her and takes up all her leisure time
outside school.

The  second  case  is  a  male  student  with  a  Kurdish  background  (Fraser  07),  who  also
explains  what  his  background  means  to  him,  and  how  he  certainly  feels  that  his
identification with Kurdish language, culture and history is important to his parents. He
explains what it means to him that many of his friends from school do have the same
background and how he also feels connected to them through the friendship of their
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parents. He says: “it  is  probably  because  we  are  from  the  same  country,  our  parents  know
each  other  (…)  we  know  each  other’s  language  and  culture,  so  that  is  nice  (…)  there  is  a
special solidarity between people from the same countries, there will always be.” At the same
time, he also expresses the importance of having friends from ethnic backgrounds other
than Kurdish.

The third case in this category of identity formation is a student with a Palestinian refugee
background  from  Lebanon  (Belleview  02).  She  is  one  of  two  in  our  student  sample  who
came to Denmark as a child. The student's ethnic background appears to be of rather great
importance. She greatly values the family's annual trips to Lebanon, where she spends time
in the country and with her cousins. Furthermore, she explains why she places an emphasis
on in relation to her ethnicity. She says: “I live in Denmark and I'm happy for it (…) but I'm
also still happy for where I come from, like, I like the religion I believe in (Islam, the student is
wearing  a  headscarf),  and  the  culture  we  have  at  home.” Many of her family members of
importance are also living in the Fraser area and she furthermore describes how the family
is valued and how satisfied she is being together with her family during weekends, often
visiting grandparents and other family members. She describes how her cousin on her
mother's side is her best friend. She says: “My cousin, she is everything, she’s my sister, friend
and cousin. We can talk about everything because we have known each other for so long. We
trust each other.” Although the family means a lot to her, she also considers the significance
of having Arabic friends from different ethnic backgrounds at school: “The good thing about
us is that we don't make anyone feel that because they are from a certain country we can't tell
them something. No, we speak openly to each other (…) we don't make each other feel that
there are differences among us.” Although the student has not experienced any conflicts
herself, she is aware of the existence of conflicts that, to her knowledge, are primarily based
on skin colour rather than on different religions and nationalities. She mentions that there
are some Somalis at the school, who are sometimes teased on the basis of their skin colour.
However, she believes that there are no hard feelings among students because they all
know each other well, as she says: “It is only stupid people, who can't accept that not
everyone is like him or her. You don't have to have blue eyes, be light skinned, and blond to be
a human.”

The fourth case in this category is a female student with a Moroccan immigrant background,
who came to Denmark as an 11 year old (Belleview 07). She describes how proud she is of
being from Morocco and how much she would have preferred to stay there because of her
friends, family members and the climate. She considers the significance of her Moroccan
background by having a feeling of always being protected when meeting other Moroccans:
“Sometimes when I meet other Moroccans, I feel protected in some way even though I don’t
really know the person.” She is one of the female students spending most of her leisure time
playing basketball in the local girls club, and she describes how her friendships are based
on the people she knows from the basketball club, the people from school and the people
from her extended family relationships.

The last case is from the Fraser area and Fraser School. He has an Iranian refugee
background and it has special meaning for him to have friends with a common ethnic
background (Fraser 08). He is closely connected to the Fraser area and when asked what he
likes about Fraser area, he suggests:  “Everything is special about Fraser. It is just like a small
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town, just as in Christians Havn [another place in Copenhagen], everyone here is friends with
each other. Everyone knows each other. It is just like you have been here for so many years,
that you know all the stones here (…) the older guys my brother’s age (21), all his friends are
here. I went out with them when I was smaller, played football, all kinds of children’s games.”
What he, on the other hand, dislikes about the Fraser area is “its reputation (…) crime etc.
(…)  some  might  be  truth,  but  it’s  not  like  other  people  think  it  is  here.  When  you  live  here
yourself, then it’s a nice place”.

He also describes how he is looking forward to visiting Iran once a year, thereby speaking
Persian and being bilingual. Although his Iranian background does mean something to him,
he also values the importance of having mixed-ethnic friendships. In school, he seems to
have  high  social  status  among  his  peers  because  of  his  role  as  a  rap  musician  during  his
leisure time. Given this social positioning among peers, particular attention has been given
to the significance of situated practices of mixed identities brought about based on personal
strengths, confidence and recognition.

General traits of this category of students are first of all that they have friendships both in
and out of school, with other students from the same ethnic background. They also have
strong family relationships that include family members living abroad or in their country of
emigration. They stress the importance of being bilingual and speaking their first language
at  home  with  their  parents.  Some  of  the  students  within  this  category  do  have  a  strong
affiliation to Islam, while others have a more weak affiliation based primarily on family and
kinship relations.

5.2. A strategy of reflexive ethnicity

The first two cases identified as using this strategy are students with Somali backgrounds
(Belleview 01; Belleview 03); they describe why they do not feel either completely Danish
or Somali. One of them says: “I have it perfect here because I grew up here (…) I've been here
almost all of my life. So all I know is Denmark. This is my home country, sort of (…) In one way
I'm Danish but on the other hand I'm not. It doesn't influence me that much, because I don't
think  much  about  being  Somali.  And  I  don't  think  about  being  Danish  either,  since  I'm  not
actually Danish in a way, even though I'm a Danish citizen, but I'm not Danish.”

Both of these students live in the Fraser area, and although they are aware that the Fraser
area is considered an “immigrant” ghetto, they describe their friendships with their
immigrant peers as important and valuable. One of them articulates a kind of both/and
attitude towards his ethnic background by expressing how it is of cultural importance, and
how he distances himself from his ethnic background in everyday life. The other student
has a Danish-Somali mixed ethnic background. He lives alone with his Danish mother and
he reports that he has rather seldom contact with his Somali father. He is concerned about
not  having  a  substantial  knowledge  of  Somali  language  and  culture,  which  is  why  his
friendships  with  Somali  peers  does  matter,  as  he  says: “It  means  a  lot  to  me.  I  like  both
cultures of course. I have a lot of friends from both cultures. Sometimes you think it would be
nice to be all  Danish or all  Somali,  but I'm also happy to be half (…) When the Danes look at
me, they see a perker (which translates to the discriminatory nigger). When the perkers
looked at me, this was more when I was younger, they would call me a Dane (…) It has a big
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influence on how I'm looked upon and what expectations I have to live up to. Most people look
at  me like  I'm something else  than I  am.  Of  course  they expect  me to  do worse  and that  my
vocabulary is less developed.”

This student is the only individual in our sample who considers existing cultural differences
between ethnic minorities and ethnic Danes, e.g., existing differences between Muslim
youngsters and majority peers with regards to both religious practices, attitudes towards
alcohol and mainstream youth culture. Generally speaking, our impression is that this
student’s majority-minority mixed identity is constructed in opposition to the ways of
stigmatising ethnic groups of crime and conflicts. The feeling he has as being categorised
like “one of them” makes him shape his Somali ethnic identity even stronger, especially in
the context of peer group relations of immigrants.

The third case is a female refugee from Afghanistan (Belleview 05). She has inter-ethnic
friendships in- and outside school and even though her friends are different from her and
come from several countries, her experience is that they can join each other without
prejudices. She describes herself as being one of the high achievers in class, and our
impression is that this position has given her a point of reference from which she can act in
accordance with being connected to both majority and minority ethnic groups. From this
position, she also describes the teachers as treating everybody fairly and equally, she says:
“Well, the teachers don't look at where you are coming from, they look at who you are and
how you are. All teachers treat all students equally.” The  student  does  not  appear  to
emphasise her ethnicity at the present or likely in future. She just wants to be “normal”, as
she says: “I would just like to have a normal life, where you have a job and a home and feel
well. I think the ideal family, like just completely ordinary, may be two children, just like
completely normal.”

The fourth case is also a female student, with a refugee background from Iraq/Kurdistan
(Belleview 08). She likes the sense of having a Kurdish background, she says: “I think it’s
kind  of  cool  to  be  Kurdish,  because  it  is  fun  to  tell  people  that  I  am  Kurdish.  They  say
‘Kurdistan does not exist’, but I am Kurdish – that is just the way it is. There is no downside to
being Kurdish, no.” However, compared to the students identified within the category of
ethnic pride, she also has a more pragmatic relationship to her ethnic background.
Furthermore, she establishes a social and cultural distance to the groups of troublesome
immigrants who make it annoying to live in the Fraser area. She says: “There are almost only
immigrants in our neighbourhood. But that is kind of what makes it annoying to live there.
They  think  they  own  the  place  and  that  is  just  irritating.  It’s  the  same  gang  of  people  who
create trouble every time. They think they are cool, but they’re not.”

The  last  case  is  a  female  student  with  a  Pakistani  immigrant  background  (Belleview  09).
She feels her ethnic background is neither of special importance nor a problem. In addition
to this, she makes a clear distinction between those immigrants who are “troublemakers”
and from whom she distinguishes herself, and the entire other group of “normalised”
immigrants, who she recognises as Danes, since just like herself they were born and raised
in Denmark.
The pattern among students who are categorised as using this strategy of reflexive ethnicity
is first and foremost that they consider themselves immigrants with mixed ethnic identities.
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They are satisfied with their ethnic backgrounds, but they are also aware of how they are
changing their identities in comparison to their parents, because they are with peers from
many other ethnic backgrounds. They share in common that they attend Belleview School,
although the male students live in the Fraser area, where they have developed their
friendships and a sense of belonging. The female students live in different neighbourhoods
in Belleview, and they – compared with the boys – are trying harder to distance themselves
from the “troublesome” immigrants. An important issue for further analysis is to determine
the implications, for this category of students, of being in a school environment in which
minority and majority ethnic friendships are described as an important dimension of the
development of their mixed ethnic identities.

5.3. A strategy of downplaying ethnicity

Students who are described as committed to this strategy do not entirely refuse their ethnic
backgrounds, but they are very concerned about how they can feel safe, comfortable and
recognised as being an “immigrant”.
The first case is a male student from Lebanon (Fraser 02). The way he describes his ethnic
background is more related to descriptions of not being “like a Dane”; it is not the same as
the two ethnic strategies mentioned earlier, in which the students more obviously focus on
how  to  describe  the  positive  values  of  being  an  ethnic  minority.  On  the  other  hand,  this
student  describes  how  he  feels  a  sense  of  closeness  to  others  like  himself  who  have
immigrant backgrounds. He is aware of when he is being represented as somebody who is
different culturally from ethnic Danes, rather than being defined differently from other
students with an immigrant background. This has to do with a general feeling of not being
really accepted by ethnic Danish peers. This positioning is furthermore connected to his
residence in the Fraser area, which is almost stigmatised as an immigrant ghetto. Thus,
although  he  is  aware  of  the  social  functioning  of  stigmatisation,  he  is  on  the  other  hand
describing the Fraser area as a nice, comfortable place to live, since almost everybody in
this area has an immigrant background. Describing himself as a “Fraser resident”, he values
getting along with his family and his friends from different ethnic backgrounds, with whom
he feels safe, comfortable and recognised. Along with knowing what it means to be
categorised as an immigrant, he also stresses the importance of getting an education in
order to go beyond the stereotyped image of immigrants as a social problem, as he “won’t
be  known  as  a  regular  immigrant  who’s  on  the  dole,  like  I  need  an  education  so  that  I  can
prove something different.”

The second student who falls into this category of identity formation has an Albanian ethnic
background from Macedonia (Fraser 04). He is aware that his ethnic background is
Albanian, and what it means to him that many of his friends have the same ethnic
background and also emigrated from the same area in Macedonia. He says: “Most of my
friends  are  Albanians  or  exactly  the  same as  me –  live  in  Macedonia but  are  Albanians.  Our
parents also know each other and we live about 1 kilometre from each (in Macedonia) so we
can easily  meet  each other  there.  Those of  my friends  who aren’t  Albanian,  I  just  know on a
“normal”  level,  but  those  who  are  Albanians,  I  know  a  little  better  because  I  can  also  meet
them when I’m in Macedonia.” Concomitantly, he describes himself as an immigrant when
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considering his friendships with peers from mixed ethnic backgrounds whom he knows
from both the school and neighbourhood.
A third case in this category is a male student with a Somali background (Belleview 06). He
describes how he distinguishes himself from his father, who he describes as having a strong
Somali ethnic identity. He is however also connected to his father’s Somali network from his
extended family relations (clan) back in Somalia, and is going to school with the children of
his  father’s  friends  too.  Aside  from  this,  his  “ethnicity”  does  not  appear  to  be  of  great
importance when he describes his friendships with peers from other ethnic backgrounds
and in these social relationships he does not seem to be conscious of his “minority ethnic”
status. For him, his ethnic background seems to be present in his family life because of his
father’s commitment to a transnational Somali social network in Denmark and abroad. But
in other situations it is something he wants to distance himself from, e.g., when he describes
his social bonding with friends from ethnic backgrounds other than Somali. In contrast to
the two students presented first in this category, he does not live in the Fraser area, and it
appears  that  he  obviously  does  not  feel  he  belongs  to  an  environment  dominated  by
immigrants who describe themselves with reference to a common “we”. Instead, he seems
to downplay the significance of his ethnic background with the aim of striving to be more
like a Dane, similar to the dominant individuals in the majority-minority mixed
environment in which he lives and attends school.

The last case in this category is a student with a Macedonian background, who mostly
perceives himself as a Dane. He suggest that “people see me as a Dane, so that is all right with
me”, and this is partially because of his light skin colour and physical appearance (Fraser
03). He gives the impression that he is surprised about questions of ethnic belonging,
though he tries to explain that his parents’ Macedonian background does not give him any
special positive or negative feelings. He gives the impression he is satisfied with who he is,
and  he  mostly  describes  his  friends  as  people  he  knows  either  from  school  or  the  local
football club. Even though many of his friends are from the same ethnic background, and
also a part of his parents’ ethnic community, he underplays the role of ethnicity as a
signifying dimension of their friendship. He considers football an important social activity,
which helps him avoid getting involved in crime: “I  play  football,  so  I  don’t  end  up  in  the
streets  committing  crimes.  So  instead  of  doing  a  lot  of  stupid  stuff  (referring  to  crime  and
troublemakers), I play football.”

The general pattern among this strategy of downplaying ethnicity is characterised by
students who on the one hand seem to be aware of their “otherness” (and assertively
maintain contact with their “own” people), but on the other hand seem to have aspirations
to be accepted otherwise: thus, they think ethnicity will not be a “capital” nor a “hindrance”
in the formation of their careers.

5.4. The variety of ethnic identity formation

We have outlined the distribution of students from our sample using three descriptive
categories of ethnic identity and identification, and hence are not simply describing these
different patterns of identification in pure theoretical terms. We will thus argue that factors
influencing how safe, comfortable and recognised the students feel, types of cross-ethnic
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friendships they consider, and how they position themselves are divided between personal
experiences, social interactions, institutional structures inside and outside school and the
symbolic, discursive representations of “immigrants” in the wider society. These strategies
can be located on a continuum with regards to the strength of identification with ethnicity.

Weak identification with ethnicity     Strong identification with ethnicity

Downplaying ethnicity       ----       Reflexive ethnicity        ----     Ethnic pride
Male students               ---               Female students

Fraser School    ---   Belleview School

One primary finding is that the strategy of downplaying ethnicity is only present among
male students, primarily from Fraser School. Furthermore, the strategy of ethnic pride
primarily  is  used  by  female  students  at  both  schools.  And  lastly,  the  strategy  of  reflexive
ethnicity is slightly more apparent at Belleview School and among females. In terms of our
observations at Fraser School, we found it difficult to address the significance of minority-
majority ethnic relations in classrooms, because only three boys were of ethnic Danish
origin. Our impression was that ethnicity as such played a minor role, albeit most visibly in
relation to one of the ethnic Danish boys, whose behaviour, being significantly silent, was in
contrast with the minority ethnic boys.

Based on our observations at Belleview School, there appeared to be a friendly cooperation
among minority and majority ethnic students that is not only related to schoolwork. Almost
all the groups observed outside the classroom seem to be of an ethnically mixed character.
In all observed social interactions, ethnic minority and majority students turned out to
participate on equal terms, and to get along with their classmates in a friendly manner and
friendly tone, no matter the ethnicity or gender. This is similar to our previous findings
(Comparative Survey Report, table 4.2. Class atmosphere and schools; Thomsen et al., 2010,
p. 39).

Table 4.2: Class atmosphere and schools (%)

Atmosphere in class

Friendly and cohesive
community

Hostile groups in this
class

Class is highly
individualised Total

Schools

Queens Park School 58 23 19 100
Oak Street School 36 36 28 100
Fraser School 58 40 2 100

North Muslim School 67 20 13 100
Greendale School 49 29 22 100
Belleview School 75 12 13 100

Hillside Muslim School 93 7 100

Total 61 24 15 100
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Looking at the distribution across schools, we found that Belleview School, together with
Hillside Muslim School, had the most positively assessed atmospheres and the highest share
of  students  who  see  no  hostile  groups  in  class.  We  found  that  practically  all  students  got
along with and had friends among their classmates. Pertaining to differences in various
interethnic student relations, we concluded that the level of interethnic activities among
students was high, perhaps even surprisingly high. That segregation was generally not
apparent, on the one hand, was related to particular schools (with their specific
demographic compositions); on the other hand, it was evidence of a student body that was
at least less ethnically segregated than expected. Signs of racism in student-student
relations appeared to be largely absent.
Lastly, the analysis revealed two different forms of ethnic identities amongst the sample
that are slightly gender based. Female students within the category of ethnic pride appear
to privilege the ethnic part of their mixed identities, moreover, to emphasise being bilingual
and the importance of cross-ethnic friendships. While male students within the category of
downplaying ethnicity employed mixed immigrant identities that were largely based on
bringing together ethnic identities (e.g., being Albanian) and immigrant identities (e.g.,
being an immigrant from Macedonia), female and male students belonging to the category
of reflexive ethnicity were more likely to be able to position themselves within the majority
discourse arguing from a Danish perspective and thereby employ hybrid identities that
brought together ethnic mixed identities (e.g., being both Turkish and Danish) and national
identities (e.g., being Danish).
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Chapter 6. Experiences of Being “Othered”: Views on “Ethnic” Differences

While Chapter five described some cooperative, friendly and also contradicting
relationships and activities that were largely motivated by common interests and feelings of
solidarity, this chapter will discuss the other side of the coin: the feelings “minority ethnic”
students have about being “othered” and their experiences with (negative) differentiation
due to their “ethnic” belonging.

This chapter considers minority ethnic students’ experiences of being “othered”, together
with records on bullying and/or other manifestations of inter-ethnic conflicts, and the
typical responses resulting from such experiences (from shy withdrawal to aggressiveness;
from individual and “silent” suffering and confusion to the emergence of oppositional
practices. The discussion of the experiences in question will also address the role of other
aspects that might be involved: are “minority ethnic” students from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds more frequently experiencing discrimination and “othering” than their better-
off peers? Do gender and/or religion play a role in the different types of “othering”? If they
do, what are the typical manifestations and how are they structured?

Relying heavily on focus-group discussions, we will analyse the typical views of students,
parents and teachers about the causes, manifestations and explanations of issues of
differential treatment, discrimination and “othering”. The themes of discussion are how
students describe experiences and dimensions of “othering” in the sense of “when
difference makes a difference”, taking place in what contexts and situations, with whom and
where. Generally speaking, our impression from the individual student interviews, is that
they do not experience that they are being treated unfairly just because of their minority
ethnic background. They more or less try to describe how they are just like all of their
peers, who they know from the school and neighbourhood. One tentative explanation could
be that they do not want to be looked at as something special just because of their minority
ethnic backgrounds; and to some extent hesitate to answer the interview questions
regarding their “ethnicity”. However this does not mean that they are not at all concerned
about how their daily lives and future aspirations are affected by their position as ethnic
minorities. The point of departure below is different types of “othering” that are being
approached in situations where minority ethnic students describe immediate and future
barriers of social inclusion. Our impression is that this is expressed more clearly in social
relations with ethnic Danes because they are challenged to explain about themselves in a
more explicit manner than in minority ethnic relations only. It happens for example in
situations where they discuss friendship relations outside school. Ethnic Danes unlike the
ethnic minorities were more reluctant to consider that they have close ethnic friendship
with minority ethnic students. It would have been fascinating to interview some of the
ethnic Danish students in this environment and thus to understand the social relationships
more fully.

6.1. Linguistic barriers

In relation to the teachers’ treatment of the minority ethnic students, there appeared to be
an overall agreement among the students that to some extent they have difficulties in
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school due to the fact that Danish is not their mother tongue. It is not the Danish language
as such they describe as a barrier of learning, but rather their knowledge of what is termed
as the implicit Danish wording. This is the case among students at both schools, and even
though the number of ethnic Danes is remarkably low at Fraser School, the minority ethnic
students do still compare themselves and their Danish linguistic competence with the only
ethnic majority student in class. They fully describe how their everyday Danish language,
which is utilised and developed among peers in inter-ethnic friendship relations, is
insufficient with regard to the school demands of Danish vocabulary and grammar. The
students are thus extremely conscious of how they are lagging behind in accordance with a
cultural linguistic capital dimension of importance.
A minority ethnic student reports: “Sometimes they (teachers) would say: “Why don’t you
know those words?” (…) So it’s like the Danes are better than us (minority-ethnic).” Or  a
minority ethnic female, who tried to put herself in a more positive position, described it
otherwise: “You aren’t stupid just because you are from a different country (…) Yeah, but all
the  time  they  say,  like  that  Danes  can  do  more  for  example.  It  might  well  be  that  they  are
better than us in Danish, but I can still be better at English, math, physics and stuff like that.”
As described in chapter three, teachers in focus group discussions confirm this pattern
among minority ethnic students. One says: “Thus  these  students  are  ‘behind’  from  the
beginning. This also explains why ‘minority ethnic’ students tend to get lower grade averages.
Lowered  language  skills  not  only  affect  the  grade  (and  learning  process)  in  Danish,  but  all
other subjects as well, since language is the key of learning.”

Teachers from Fraser School develop this argument further by describing how much extra
work you have to invest due to explaining concepts and common knowledge while teaching
geography  amongst  ethnic  minority  students  in  9th grade. One of several explanations is
that especially youngsters living in the Fraser area are not feeling obliged to exchange social
relations and knowledge beyond this environmental boundary. This “island-culture” also
indicates a half-conscious pattern of self-defence and enclosure to the community – which
is often experienced among “minoritised” groups. Additionally, this may also reflect their
deep-down  felt  exclusion  from  matters  that  are  only  for  the  majority  (news,  political
participation included).

For the same reason, several minority ethnic students describe classroom situations where
they find that the only ethnic Dane has a linguistic advantage due to his Danish background
and mother tongue. Even though he tries to explain how he is not in a situation where he
can expect help from his single mother with homework, since she suffers from dyslexia, this
does  not  alter  the  description  of  him  being  lucky  because  he  just  knows  the  Danish
language. A students says: “If  I  was  to  say  something,  I  would  just  say  that Danish ethnic
boy’s name  is just lucky, it’s not cheating or anything that we’re immigrants. He’s just lucky,
there’s nothing much to do about it.” In chapter five, we described how minority ethnic
students within the categories of either ethnic pride or reflexive ethnicity emphasised
bilingualism as an exceptional dimension of their ethnic identity. The fact is however that
the same students dismissed the importance of bilingualism concerning experiences of
being behind in terms of the level of adequate school skills.
Also present are the minority ethnic students’ experiences of schooling barriers; because of
circumstances, they are not in a position where they can expect support from family
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members when doing homework. Although all students except two were born and raised in
Denmark, they still rely on the dominant idea that the longer you have been living in the
country of immigration, the better you will know the Danish system and language, and the
easier you will acquire an education and a profitable job. Amongst the ethnic Danish
students taking part in focus group discussions, one comment on the issue of Danish
language barriers was: “You can have a hard time with the language, I mean Danish, so even
though you know a lot, you might not be able to explain yourself, and then you won’t get good
grades.” Another comment was: “Maybe if they have a different accent, they might know a lot
and stuff, but if they are hard to understand, if you know what I mean.”

The students situated in the Fraser area are very much aware of having a local, linguistic
speech style that is difficult for people to understand who are living outside the Fraser area.
This is also an important reason why they find it fairly safe to attend Fraser School. They
underline this feeling of safeness by considering how different it might be if they had to
attend another school with a more equal distribution of ethnic Danish and minority
students. Not only could this diminish their existing positioning in the school location, but
also obscure the significance of their local linguistic style as a complex practice (Quist,
2005, 2008). Some of the boys express even more strongly that they would not be able to
imagine themselves talking like ethnic Danish youngsters. One female student says when
giving her view on how students will try to fit in with their classmates: “ …  If there’s only
one “perk” in a class, where there are Danes only, then maybe the immigrant will act just like
the other Danes. If  a Dane comes in to an immigrant class …  then he would for instance be
like the immigrants, he would for instance have had same “perk”-style and talk the same
language.”

This indicates that there might exist a linguistic style among minority peers in Fraser that is
different from both official school language and other linguistic styles among peer groups. It
is hard to say if this linguistic style can be solely defined in terms of non-proper knowledge
of Danish, but interestingly, this way of expressing themselves shows the intersecting
effects of a youth subculture (a form of rebelling by expressions) and “multiethnolect”, and
it seems this combination adds to the local dimensions of self-perception and identity.
Described by Quist, multiethnolect is a term of language variety and stylistic practice
associated with mixed groups of language users for whom Danish is as a second language.
Her finding is that multiethnolect is known and developed among youngsters who are
brought up in ethnic mixed neighbourhoods in Copenhagen and with Danish as their
common language; “it is an integrated part of Copenhagen communities of practice” (Quist,
2008, p. 58).
The other side of the coin of identity strategies includes thus changing character when
ethnic Danes are more profoundly taken into consideration. Our finding is generally that
identity strategies are to be understood as merely contextualised and situating practices,
and specifically that the pattern of strategic negotiation of recognition among minority
ethnic students has to be understood in terms of changing social relations between ethnic
Danish and minority students, and presumably also between social classes.

6. 2. Inside and outside school markers of difference
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Ethnic minority students agree that there does not appear to be any negative differential
treatment by teachers in relation to ethnicity, though teachers now and then treat them
differently because of their ethnic origin, which could be the case in, e.g., religious studies
when  talking  about  Islam.  Teachers  in  focus  group  discussions  confirm  this;  one  teacher
explains from a lesson in religious studies that they discuss the significance of Islam among
ethnic minority students: “But  then  you  might  get  them  to  talk  and  have  some  really
rewarding  conversations  that  you  can  use  later  on  because  they  (students)  experience  that
you actually have an interest in understanding their culture, but also by respecting it in a
completely different way.”  Furthermore,  the  students  underline  that  they  do  not  feel  like
they are being treated as one homogeneous group, but more exactly as individual students.

Focus group discussions with students highlight the other side of the coin of friendship
relations with ethnic Danes because of the presence of ethnic Danes. This is obviously the
case at Belleview School, where at one point in the discussion an ethnic Danish student
indicates that ethnic Danes and minorities are socially divided along ethnic lines. Several
ethnic minority students dismiss this statement by emphasising that they are ethnic-mixed.
The ethnic Danish student explains himself further by arguing that what he actually meant
to say was “there is an invisible border between us (…) We are kind of in groups, maybe, aren’t
we? I don’t know, I, I just thought.”

Extract from the discussion:

Moderator: Why are you saying it is not socially divided like that?
Ethnic minority boy: Because it isn’t, because we all go together in a way.
Ethnic minority boy: It’s very sociable here.
Danish majority boy: Yeah, I think so too.
Ethnic minority boy: We are not like divided into groups. We can be together, Danes and bilinguals.
Ethnic Danish boy, who made the comment: …It’s not because we have anything against each other,
that’s not what I’m saying (…) You are all looking at me as if I’m saying something wrong (…) It’s not
because I’m saying that I wouldn’t go to them or the other way around (…) but I have more ethnic
Danish friends than bilingual, that’s all I mean. It’s not because there is something wrong, but it’s
just like that automatically.

Nevertheless, after this discussion, the students seem to agree that their closest friends are
usually  the  ones  like  themselves  with  either  a  Danish  majority  or  ethnic  minority
background. In addition, they agree that they more regularly tend to socialise in school
beyond  ethnic  based  divisions.  Though  the  groups  of  students  are  given  different
explanations  for  the  role  of  (invisible)  social  and/or  ethnic  divisions  outside  school.  The
explanation given by ethnic Danes is because of different cultural backgrounds, while the
explanation given by ethnic minorities is because of where they live. Our impression is that
the role of ethnic divisions among students is socially determined by the dominant part of
relationship, namely ethnic Danes.

When it comes to discussion of experiences of differential treatment due to ethnic
differences, they all find it extremely problematic to categorises people using ethnicity,
religion or colour. Despite an awareness of some name-calling, e.g., “perker” (wog), the
interethnic peer group cultures appear to be relatively congenial, friendly and pleasant.
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However, this name-calling when taken into action by ethnic Danes, is on the other hand
described as discrimination. Our findings suggest that it is not the name-calling in itself that
is described as discriminating, but again the fact of its contextualised logic of practice. When
“perker” is brought together with other wordings of “them”, e.g., immigrants, second
generation Danes, new-Danes amongst ethnic minorities, it could be seen as an attempt at
downplaying the discriminatory content of such acts.

Extract from focus group discussion:
Ethnic minority boy (Kurdish): It is like a provocation when it, ehh, when a Dane calls you a “perker”
[wog]
Moderator: Mm
Ethnic minority girl (Lebanese): Yes, it sounds very …
Ethnic minority boy (Kurdish): That is my opinion.
Ethnic minority girl (Lebanese): Yes, it is more like in a wicked way they mean it.
Moderator: Yes.
Ethnic minority girl (Lebanese): Where (…) if it is between friends, then one knows that it is just for
fun.

Female and male students come up with different examples of experience of discrimination,
for example in football matches. One female minority ethnic student says: “We lost one or
two matches, you know and then we were called “perkersvin” [“wog”, a discriminating word
about ethnic minorities put together with the word swine]”
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6. 3. The role of media and its production of negative images of immigrants

The students rarely describe manifestations of discrimination. They are however very much
affected by what appears as stereotyped representations of immigrants through media, and
surely concerned about how Muslims in particular are being problematised as both
criminals and culturally backwards. Categorised as such, they describe how this image also
has an impact on their future careers, so that they have to be even more qualified than their
majority Danish peers. Teachers in a focus group discussion at Fraser School also confirm
this. They describe how disturbing it must be for their minority ethnic students always to
be  forced  to  consider  their  ethnicity  instead  of  just  being  a  “normal”  student.  They  also
address the issue of how male minority ethnic students in particular try to distance
themselves from being closely connected to the category of gang crime, just because they
live in the Fraser area, or whether they apply argumentation of scapegoating (blaming the
victim), or, yet in other cases, whether they simply argue for the acceptance of pronounced
“ethnic” differentiation as the “normal” state of affairs Ethnic Danes, on the other hand,
seem  also  to  fully  understand  the  scale  of  discrimination  primarily  due  to  prejudices.  An
ethnic Danish boy reports: “It’s because of prejudices, like, e.g., that all immigrants are
criminals, which could be a reason for being racist. A female ethnic minority student adds: “It
can also be if you have parents that don’t like immigrants and have prejudices, then you are
raised like that and then you don’t like immigrants yourself.”

The  issue  of  headscarves  was  discussed  among  the  students.  All  the  students  were  thus
convinced by the principle of freedom of choice, though they are familiar with the assumed
prejudice that considers Muslim immigrant women to be under pressure by family
members, often elder, family female members to wear headscarves. The effect of media is
also taken into consideration when ethnic minority students explain why long lasting
friendships with ethnic Danish peers suddenly are dismissed without reasoning. One female
student says:  “We had a  friend (…) we play football.  We had a  friend and she was going to
start  here.  Because  it  was  only  immigrants  and  one  Dane playing  her  mom  said  that  she
couldn’t start here, because all of us were immigrants. That was sort of racist.”

6. 4. Educational success versus risk of crime

The  most  prominent  theme  of  discussion  to  capture  the  issue  of  “othering”  is  the  subtle
boundary between educational success and risk of crime. One female student expresses this
dilemma clearly when she states: “People who do not get educated have a greater chance of
becoming a  criminal.  You know the ones  who are  here,  who have not  taken an education or
high school or something like that; they commit crimes and things like that, so there are not
many things they can do and things like that.” This dilemma is moreover braced among those
groups of minority ethnic boys who however being familiar with the social rules of crime
through peer-groups relationships are establishing a social distance between doing
homework,  on  the  one  hand,  and  being  a  nerd,  on  the  other.  Hence,  doing  too  much
homework  is  not  suitable  among  those  male  students;  however,  all  students  support  the
idea that they will have a chance in the Danish society as long as they pull themselves
together and at the right time in life take advantage of the different kinds of homework
assistance and educational possibilities. One student explains: “But, if some of the other
students from Fraser town see him and they think “he’s a nerd” and stuff like that then he gets
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embarrassed. “No, I’m just reading a book” or “I dropped some money”, he needs an excuse,
right  then for  why the others  don’t  want  to  hang out  with him because he’s  a  nerd.  Then he
forgets all about homework and goes out with his friends.” Another says: “You are made a fool
of, if you go to the homework-café. Sitting inside the library doing homework.”

We have found that the importance of education, especially amongst male youngsters living
in the Fraser area, has to be understood in a wider perspective since education is also
making  a  route  of  passage  out  of  social  relationships  of  crime.  What  we  understand  as  a
special social role of education in this environment can also explain why the students all
expect to continue an education that they consider as something very hard and difficult,
since  many  of  them  know  from  older  siblings  or  cousins,  or  as  one  female  student  says:
“Because if they continue on in education, then they do not have the time to commit crimes or
something, then they think more about their education and the school.”

On a more individual level, especially the families that are Fraser residents have had some
experiences of being “othered” by the police and through institutionalisations of the politics
and rationales of integration. Beyond experiences with discrimination exerted by ethnic
Danes, who have either commented upon skin colour or rolled their eyes, ethnic minorities’
experience with discrimination exerted by the police is rather common. Parallel to the
characterisation of Fraser as a site with a considerable criminal rate, the police are
described as being potentially racist and discriminative towards Fraser residents. The
police are seen as representatives of the society and by behaving in an improper way, they
contribute to the binary distinction of them and us.

Students from the two schools are promoting inter-ethnic and mixed identities, albeit with
different emphasis. The ethnic Danish dimension is more adequate as a frame of reference
in Belleview School whereas in Fraser School the Danish majority dimension is a relatively
hidden factor behind the dominance of minority ethnic students. Confirmed by the teachers’
descriptions, there are no signs of discriminating attitudes amongst the group of students,
though teachers at Fraser School suggest that some minority ethnic boys might be a part of
gang  fights  within  the  Fraser  area,  if  they  struggle  for  power  and  control.  As  a  result  of
these peer group relationships (and eventually conflicts), which appeared to originate in
the wider local community, minority ethnic students living in Fraser area form an ethnic
solidarity group on the basis of being “a Fraser”, and not because of common religion,
language, culture, or physical appearance. In this less divisive and non-racialised school
environment, most students from Fraser School frequently draw upon discourses of “us”
inside school and the Fraser area, and upon discourses of “us” and “them” outside the
Fraser area, and appear to find safety in their local community. Most students from
Belleview School however also draw upon discourses of “us” inside school, but when it
comes to discourses of “us” and “them” outside school, they do not make up the same
boundaries between the local area where they live and the wider society. This difference
between the two schools is interesting and could be explained, in part, by the differing
social composition of the students. Belleview has a more middle-class representation and
style that is linked with pronounced inclination for becoming “Danish proper”. In our
sample, the finding is that although the ethnic minority students at Belleview School feel
that  they  are  included  in  a  common  “we”  inside  school,  they  do  not  stay  together  with
majority peers outside of school. Ethnic minority and majority students are more socially
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divided outside school than inside school. This is described above, and expressed more
clearly among the ethnic Danish students in the focus-group discussion and it would have
been fascinating to interview some of the Danish students in this environment and thus to
understand the social relationships more fully.
From our findings, it is hard to identify one group of ethnic minorities as being more
integrated or separated than others. We learned from the teacher focus group discussion at
Fraser School that the ethnic minorities from Somalia had the greatest difficulties adapting
to the school system. However this does not correspond to the interview findings. Here the
families from Somalia did not stand out from the other families. Rather it seems as if we are
dealing with a rather homogenous set of experiences and perceptions, with the main
distinction being where you live. Dwellings in the Fraser area seem to be slightly more
unified in the sense of describing themselves as “Frasers”. Surely our impression is that
their way of taking part in the local community is to a large extent different from, although
not necessarily in opposition to, their way of participating in the wider society. Living in
social housing facilities in a largely immigrant dominated locality also categorised as an
ethnic and social ghetto thus employed structures of exclusion and barriers of inclusion.

Within the community, certain norms and rules are incorporated and thus not questioned
and discussed; for instance norms of employing headscarves or using your mother tongue.
The existence of such norms and rules make the distinction between self-determination and
outer pressure insignificant to the ethnic minority families. Only when confronted with the
majority society do they reflect upon these norms and rules. A female student reports: “Last
Monday my mother and I were at a mall in Lyngby (a majority town outside Copenhagen)
and there weren’t that many immigrants so of course it was a little bit strange. You’d feel a
little bit strange. It’s a little bit strange and also my mom wears a headscarf. There were
Danes  only,  so  my  mom  also  thought  it  was  a  little  bit  strange,  since  we’re  used  to  being
among Muslims” (Fraser 01). Another student describes the following: “There are some
words she can't pronounce, it's a bit funny (student giggles). My mom has been going to
school to learn Danish, but then she stopped, because she didn't like it.  She could easily have
found another school but she didn't. Interviewer: “Should she [have found another school]?”
Student: “Yeah, because she is a bit embarrassing to be around sometimes. Again there are
words she can't pronounce, so if we are in a store and she has to say something, like she can't
say carrot but says “carro” and so on (students giggles)” (Belleview 05).
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Chapter 7. Identities, Identity Strategies, and Ideas about Adult Life

This chapter will pull together the threads of the above chapters from the leading
perspective: how do “minority ethnic” students relate to their “ethnic” belonging and, in
broader  terms,  how  do  they  see  their  current  and  future  positions  in  society.  We  will
broaden the discussion by exploring the complexity of relationships between identity
strategies on the one hand, and schooling strategies on the other. In chapter three, however,
particular attention was given to the various perceptions of daily school life among the
students, whereas the purpose in this chapter is to strengthen the analysis of schooling
strategies by connecting it to a broader discussion of adult life and possible integration
and/or assimilation in majority society, articulated from the perspective of students,
parents and teachers. Additionally, comparisons between the sources of data from the two
selected schools will be outlined throughout this chapter.

In chapter three, we described students’ dispositions and reported how they were
distributed between two different schooling strategies of either commitment or
instrumentation. In chapter five we described how students’ identity strategies can be
understood along a continuum from more to less strong identification with ethnicity.
Generally, they were part of ethnically mixed groups of peers inside and outside school, as a
significant factor of what we called “an accommodation without assimilation strategy”
(Gibson, 1988, 1997).
We  will  in  this  section  use  the  term assimilation “to describe the process whereby
individuals of one society or ethnic group are incorporated or absorbed culturally into
another” (Gibson, 1988, p. 24). At the individual level, cultural assimilation implies loss of
identification with one’s former group. Furthermore, we will use the term accommodation
to describe the way in which ethnic minorities make an effort to conform publicly to
requirements of the larger society in order to avoid or reduce conflict between themselves
and other groups and in certain situations choose to subordinate their ways of behaving
when they believe this to be in their best interests, e.g., “acting like Danes”. This
understanding corresponds to the often-used term of structural integration, where ethnic
minorities are trying to adapt functionally to the social standards of education,
employment, living standards and civic life in the majority society (Emerek, 2003; Schierup,
1993).

While assimilation is thought to require giving up your own culture and “being like Danes”,
acculturation is more a process of cultural change and mutual understanding, which results
when groups with different cultures come into contact, which then leads to the evolvement
of new mixed-cultures. Just like structural integration is related to accommodation,
acculturation is closely related to cultural integration. Various integration strategies can
thus  be  explored  by  discovering  how  structurally  the  formation  of  ethnic  identities,  e.g.,
cultural integration, are embedded into the Danish society. This concerns whether we can
find any pattern between how differences in emphasising majority/minority ethnic-mixed
identities correspond with their level of structural integration and familiarity with the
Danish society, and hence the educational and labour market institutions.
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The themes of discussion below are: 1) Structural and cultural integration along
generational lines; 2) Adult life opportunities and the role of education, and 3)
Individualised future, freedom of choice and responsibility.

7.1. Structural and cultural integration along generational lines

To address to what extent the minority ethnic families are integrated, a first distinctive
feature is the rather strong attachment all families in our sample have to their emigration
countries. Although most of the ethnic minority students were born in Denmark, they also
talk about their parents’ birthplaces with passion and feelings of belonging. They are
however, as described in chapter four, culturally integrated in the sense of being able to
operate with some sort of double and ethnic mixed identities. When they describe how they
differ from ethnic Danish students, they emphasise how certain kinds of differences, e.g.,
linguistic barriers, do not change the fact that they are also part of the Danish society. A
student  from  Fraser  School  suggests:  “Well, I would say that it’s better [living in Denmark
ed.] than in other countries, because even though it’s not like our country, you still have rights
to do all sorts of things. One has equally many rights as the “real” Danes. It’s better – it’s good.”
(Fraser 02)

Despite the fact that many families are in close contact with the systems of social services,
neither parents nor students describe those mainstream institutions in terms of being
“othered”  or  marginalised  by  the  majority.  Considering  that  these  institutions,  from  a
structural point of view, consolidate the marginal position of ethnic minorities within the
Danish society, they are generally perceived as institutions providing financial safety and
possibilities. Addressing the issue of labour market integration, the most critical statement
comes from a father with a refugee background from Afghanistan: “Of course! I would like to
have a job within the police or the army [his profession in Afghanistan ed.]. But I can’t work
as an electrician [proposal by the job centre ed.] because that is not, what I have been trained
as. We came from other countries and were treated well [here in Denmark] so we should ‘pay
back’ in a way, but it is most important, that we can do this where we actually can” [Afghan,
male].

From interviews with parents, we learned that they somehow associate labour market
discrimination with whether the Danish society recognises the symbolic value of higher
education from abroad or not. Thus, their blue-collar employment position44 is to some
extent experienced as a factor of involuntary social exclusion. Citing the father from above:
“Their education is not acknowledged and then they have to choose alternative jobs […] I
know engineers, doctors and others with good degrees, who have to work in a pizzeria, as a
taxi driver or in a shop, because their competences are not acknowledged” [Afghan, Male].

However, holding a low position within the Danish labour market is generally not
something that the parents address as being an issue of social exclusion as such. Though we
found a slightly different attitude towards labour market inclusion among parents. The

44 For instance,  one parent was educated as a veterinarian in his home country and could not transmit this
education to that of a veterinarian in Denmark. In order to do this he had to start all over, which was not really
an option. Because of this he thinks he ended up doing blue-collar jobs.
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parents who most frequently criticise the mechanism of the labour market’s social
exclusion have participated in higher education in their countries of emigration and have
been employed before emigration. On the other hand, parents who are generally more
positive towards the labour market are unskilled, with elementary or upper secondary
school as the highest attained education. In addition, however, ethnic minority parents still
consider that they can challenge this position by hard work and thereby make themselves
responsible for the current position and future possibilities rather than just the system.
Despite the various socioeconomic positions among our sample of minority ethnic families,
both parents and students strongly indicate a belief in the future possibilities of education
and employment. Among those families, we also found that they, just in line with voluntary
immigrants  in  the  US,  are  disposed  to  use  their  country  of  emigration  as  a  frame  of
reference while describing career possibilities in Denmark (Ogbu, 1987, 1991). Ogbu
differentiates the experience of minority groups who continue to view and define
themselves as colonial dependents (involuntary immigrants) from voluntary immigrants
who assume they are free to succeed. The latter arrive with purpose and a sense of
potential opportunities, while the former expect to be discriminated against and do not
expect much benefit from their migration (Fass, 2007, p. 229).

A further point to note is how the majority society is represented by a rather vast number
of NGOs and social institutions run by the public sector. Especially the Fraser area is an
object  of  several  agencies,  which  are  financed  by  either  NGOs  or  the  public  sector  and
established with the aim of integrating ethnic minorities45. Although these institutions are
not touched upon during the interviews, we know from interviewing representatives that
providing integration on majority Danish terms is one of the most distinctive features of
those institutions.

We have found that all students strongly insist on being part of the majority society with
equal rights and to some degree equal opportunities. As mentioned above, most students
acknowledge that they are and also perceive themselves as an ethnic minority. Thus no
student or family is entirely integrated (one might say assimilated) into the Danish society.
On the other hand, only one student expressed a wish to return to her home country. This
could very well be due to her only being in Denmark for four years (since she was 11 years
old)46. The prevalent pattern is that the students are considerably more included in the
Danish society than their parents, and that they somehow manage, at least verbally, to
balance a connection to their ethnic background on the one hand and a set of
institutionalised (majority) logics on the other hand. In other words, the students generally
do not undermine their ethnic background, neither do they categorise it as standing in the
way of their future.
Living as an ethnic minority, not least as a part of the educational system, the majority
society seems to take care of establishing a rather visible and fundamental set of logics and
practices that all together constitute “what it means to be Danish” (thus also its negation:
“what it means not to be Danish”; Hansen, 2008). We are not dealing with a perception of
the majority society as heavily discriminating or marginalising. Rather, we are dealing with
the ethnic minorities perceiving of the majority society, ethnic Danes, as somewhat

45 E.g., social security offices, employment offices, job training courses and language courses.
46 Along with other factors as well.
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different from themselves. In other words, both parents and students operate with and are
constituted by an understanding of themselves as minorities.
On a final note about integration, the role of ethnicity with regards to future integration
should be mentioned. While all students emphasise the importance of obtaining an
education before getting married and in most cases not being concerned about (or vocal
about) who they want to marry, some parents express their expectations very clearly. A
mother states: “I actually do have expectations in regard to who he [her son] marries. And
that’s  very  embarrassing  to  say,  but  I  really  want  him  to  be  with  someone  who  believes  [is
Muslim]. And that is because it makes everyday life much easier – because I have experienced
the opposite” [Danish, woman]. Along the same line, another mother states: “But there is one
thing I will not, (whispers) I hate Arabs, because all the troubles we’ve had, we got from them
(…) It comes from my heart, I still feel like that, I have had very bad experiences with them,
very much” [Iraqi/Kurdish, woman]. These perceptions suppose that they are actually
transmitted to the children, and characterise a potential gap along generational lines. Other
parents, on the other hand, do express intentions in the opposite direction. They are more
concerned about how to let their children search for their own identity due to the fact that
they clearly belong in Denmark in a way that is different from them. The norms developed
in those families are related to a broader context of integration through education and
labour market participation. One parent says: “No, I don’t really have any expectations for my
children’s future. I have just told them that they are not to bring a spouse from Turkey. This is
because they do not know the language and that creates problems” [Turkish/Kurdish,
woman].  A  father  from  Afghanistan  explains:  “For  us  as  adults  there  are  not  a  lot  of
possibilities,  because we came here as adults.  But I think that our children have possibilities.
Our children will not be like us. Our children will be different. And in a way that is good for the
Danish society; that they become a part of society. I mean they have a more Danish mentality
and culture than us. So they have options and will be a resource for society” (Afghan, male].

7.2. Potential life paths and the role of education

We learned from our sample that students, in contrast to their parents, reveal a different
and much more profound dissociation from blue-collar jobs, or more accurately, position
themselves in opposition to a marginal position within the labour market. Furthermore, we
learned that the students remain strongly committed to the value of education itself and the
importance of obtaining educational qualifications. Thus, evidence shows a desire among
the students to escape the life of exclusion experienced by their parents. A student talking
about his future aspirations expresses his reflections in this way: “So I won’t be known as a
regular immigrant who’s on the dole, like I need an education, so I can prove something
different” (Fraser 02).

At the same time, however, the sample provides important insights into a differentiating
pattern amongst the students which addresses the interplay between schooling strategies
and identity strategies. This pattern of relations is outlined in Table 7.1 below:



59

Table 7.1. Pattern of relations between ethnic identity strategies, schooling strategies,
gender and school

Strategy of commitment Strategy of instrumentation
Male Female Male Female
FS BS FS BS FS BS FS BS

Ethnic pride 1 2 1 1
Reflexive ethnicity 1 1 (1)* 3 1 (1)* 1
Downplaying ethnicity 3 1
(1)* This one fits in between strategies of commitment and instrumentation

The analysis of schooling strategies presented in chapter three shows how established the
students’ school choices are, relying on how they are positioning within the wider society.
Roughly speaking, the distinction was made between how strongly they subordinate other
interests  to  those  of  their  schooling  in  their  efforts  to  achieve  high  grades.  For  students
following the strategy of commitment, this has resulted in a strictly disciplined lifestyle. It
would not be legitimate to make any definitive assumptions about the intersections we can
show between categories of schooling strategy, gender, ethnic identity and school due to
the limited number of cases represented by our student sample. At the same time, however,
this conclusion is tentative, and hence of relevance for further discussion. The first evidence
of intersection to discuss is the one between a strategy of commitment, females, ethnic
pride/reflexive ethnicity and Belleview School. This issue concerns the ways in which
Danes and minorities are being raised differently. Some students explain that ethnic Danes
in contrast to ethnic minority boys are more regulated from home concerning when to eat,
when to  do homework and so forth.  However,  some of  the girls  do express  that  they also
have rules at home to follow, but primarily because they have to protect their reputations
within the ethnic community. Furthermore, the girls consider the fact that they are
generally more hardworking when it comes to studies. They explain the importance of
education and propose that minority ethnic parents have generally very high educational
aspirations for both their daughters and their sons. This is also the case for Muslim parents,
whom they describe as being unfairly categorised in public as having less educational
aspirations for their daughters, because continued investment in education could postpone
marriage to a point at which it is difficult to find an appropriate partner of the same status.

The Muslim female students from Fraser School who are strongly committed to do well in
school also emphasise the importance of using various strategies to negotiate different
expectations and construct and reconstruct ethnic identities that combine an adherence to
traditional and modern values and educational goals. One female minority ethnic student
expresses the following: “My family, they want me to get an education because they didn’t get
one, because they didn’t have time or the chance (…) Our parents say that all the time: ‘ You’re
so lucky you have come here. You’ll get a good education, we don’t want you to end up like us’.”
A second girls says: “Girls they, most girls they do better in school than for instance boys who
run around outside all the time, where they don’t do their homework, then the girls get
smarter and then they move on (to get a higher education).” A  third  girl  says: “Hmm, you
know, mostly it’s just automatically the girls who ALWAYS do their homework, they are always
smart and you know, so the boys they say: ”Do my homework” and stuff like that (…) It’s not
like I do it.”
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In a comparative perspective, evidence shows that students at Belleview School generally
are in a better position than the students at Fraser School to meet the demands and
standards  put  forward  by  the  school.  Firstly,  this  concerns  the  difference  in  social  and
ethnic composition between the two schools, and the fact that considerably more students
from resourceful and ethnic Danish families are found here than at Fraser School. Although
there are similarities along the lines of schooling and teaching practices, it turns out that
minority ethnic students at Belleview School could benefit from some sort of a “pulling
effect”  put  forward  by  a  relatively  high  number  of  students  from  resourceful  and  ethnic
Danish families. This is also emphasised in the teacher interviews, from which a general
conclusion is that the greater the size of minority ethnic student body, the lower the level of
subject  knowledge  will  be.  Thus  the  numbers  of  ethnic  minorities  in  the  classroom  is  to
some extent described as crucial to the general skill level and the development of
interethnic majority-minority friendship.

The second evidence of intersection to discuss is the male gendered relation between a
schooling strategy of commitment and an identity strategy of downplaying ethnicity, first
and foremost at Fraser school. Those students who are both committed to perform well in
school and to a strategy of downplaying ethnicity are mostly concerned about how they can
feel safe, comfortable and recognised without being categorised solely as “an immigrant”.
We suggest that a highly stigmatised environment like the one at Fraser increases the
tendency among these male students to identify more strongly with their immigrant
background rather than with their ethnic background in itself. Constructions of mixed
ethnic identities are contextualised in terms of their schooling and more importantly based
on categories of immigrants in public. We found that the nature of their schooling has to be
understood in close relation to this contextualised device of strategic ethnic identity
formation.  They  describe  their  schooling  and  future  life  in  terms  of  being  one  of  the
smartest  guys  and  with  the  highest  marks  in  class.  Forced  by  being  categorised  as  an
immigrant, they are strongly concerned about the importance of doing well in school. In
addition,  they  describe  the  importance  of  being  just  a  step  ahead  of  ethnic  Danes  to
persevere against potential mechanisms of exclusion.

The third evidence of intersection to discuss is the gendered and school mixed relation
between a schooling strategy of instrumentation and identity strategies of ethnic pride and
reflexive ethnicity. Instances of schooling choices determined by an instrumentation
strategy have been noted among students typically within families with a rather small
educational capital, but likely committed to the significance of education in itself. Those
students can expect little educational/academic support from their parents, although there
may well be emotional support and high levels of encouragement within the family.
Generally, their school choice is rather limited and established, and they seem to rely on the
chance they will be given based on their final exams. Especially amongst the boys, they
describe how it is almost always assumed that they can take over their fathers’ owner
occupied businesses, e.g., a kiosk or green grocery shop, as an alternative employment
strategy if they fail in school. We understand this as an interesting dimension of
accommodation that indicates a somewhat “floating” attitude toward education: they are in
a social position where they are equally prepared for “either/or” outcomes.
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Amongst the girls, however, who do not have the same kind of alternative future career, our
findings suggest that they are more obliged to heed the judgment of school, and thus more
likely to feel uncertain about what the future will bring them. One female student expresses
how important it is for her mother that she get an education because she does not want her
daughter to waste her educational possibilities by wasting her time in school. She describes
education as important and says: “I do not want to end up like my mother, with no education,
spending my time in the home (…) Sometimes I am afraid that I will end up with nothing, if
you understand, I do not know what I want to become in the future (…) I’ll probably find out
along the way.”

The teachers support the importance of education among minority ethnic students,
although they are concerned about how to deliver the most accurate information about
“making the right choices”, e.g., to let the parents understand the variety of educational
choices. The teachers at Fraser School validate the existence of gender differences when
discussing students’ ideas of education. Obviously, the girls seem to profit from hard work
in school and to opt for continuing high school (gymnasium), while the boys seem to have a
more craftsman-like education as their career objective. However, one teacher finds that
the minority ethnic students have a tendency to overestimate themselves: “… they think that
they are better than they really are.” While another teacher describes how minority ethnic
students are becoming more realistic in terms of educational choices, for example still more
attend 10th grade with the aim of improving their grade level and skills.
Another teacher argues that minority ethnic and Danish students generally have unequal
opportunities  in  their  future  careers.  This  teacher  reports  how  he  tries  to  get  personally
involved  with  minority  ethnic  students  to  encourage  them  to  make  the  right  choices.
However, he also emphasises that the assessment of national tests and final exam leaves
bilingual children in a disadvantaged position. He says: “They are all judged on the same
terms. That is not fair.” A  third  teacher  replies  to  the  question  of  how  to  influence  their
future by saying: “I do not believe that we can prepare them [the students]. We can give them
experiences; we can give them views on what they can expect. But I do not believe that you can
tell a 15-year old ‘You should be a butcher’ or ‘You should be a lawyer’. We can of course take
part in influencing them, but I think that their parents have the most influence on them.”

From  the  interview  and  focus-group  discussions  with  teachers,  we  conclude  that  they
somehow make a distinction between integration and inclusion. While integration is seen
as a process in which the individual student needs to adapt to the mainstream educational
culture, inclusion is seen as a process in which efforts are made to create a school climate
that recognises diversity. In the case of integration, the burden is mostly laid on the
students’ ability to overcome barriers, while in the case of social inclusion, the burden is
also laid on the schools responsibility to enable the students to belong (Arnot et al., 2010, p.
111).

7.3. Individualised future, freedom of choice and personal responsibility

We have found that the dominant pattern is that minority ethnic students and parents
describe  their  position  and  future  possibilities  in  terms  of  what  we  term  as  “freedom  of
choice”. It appears that the great majority of students emphasise how their current
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situation, future aspirations and possibilities are entirely a matter of individual choice and
personal responsibility. Embedded into the wide range of students’ descriptions concerning
the importance of education as a means of social mobility is the prevalent educational
policy narrative about the cultural, economic and symbolic value of education. The students
are positioning themselves as active choosers when they describe their future educational
aspirations; they describe how they expect to be responsible for their choices, even in cases
where they have made poor choices. Those descriptions are corresponding categories,
prevalent in the “knowledge society” of lifelong learning, freedom of choice, flexibility,
individuality and responsibility (Lundqvist, 2010, pp. 279-280). The dilemma is, however,
that choice is inappropriate but useful as a conceptualisation of the decision-making
processes examined in this report. Inappropriate because of its tendency to emphasise
individual preferences, but useful in reminding us that this decision-making represents a
set of practices (Ball, 2006, p. 231). The conceptualisation of choice is thus that we must
retain the link between constraint and freedom, and between dispositions and possibilities.
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Conclusion

In this final chapter, the most central and important findings from the report are
summarised and conclusions are offered. Finally, we will come up with some useful policy
recommendations concerning equally important and polity related issues: firstly, how
healthy identities of “minority ethnic” youth can be preserved and developed and what role
the schools play in this; secondly, how can equal opportunities, successful educational and
adult careers of “minority ethnic” youth be established and facilitated, and what are the
roles of the schools in this?
We have collected data from two schools, not structured strictly on a comparative approach
but entirely from a comparative perspective, to open up the ways in which themes of
ethnicity, gender and inequality are addressed within schools, and how schooling is
described and conceptualised as an important part of a social mobility strategy. We have
been involved with minority ethnic students to consider and understand their ethnic
identities along generation lines in relation to emigration history, family life, friendship, and
school, and to explore variations within their responses and considerations.

A point of departure has been the complex ways in which the students consider, describe
and interpret their everyday lives in- and outside school, as well as how their future
conditions and possibilities are closely connected to both social positioning, life
experiences, and embodied and attained cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1990). Inspired by the
concept of habitus, understood as a mediator between the objective structure of the social
world and mental structures, we have outlined and discussed the students’ assertions with
reference to how they have embodied a sense of practice that gives a “feel for the game”.

The main conclusions to be drawn from the report are:
From a comparative perspective, one finding is firstly that the students at Belleview School
generally are in a better position than the students at Fraser School to meet the demands
and  standards  put  forward  by  the  school.  This  has  to  do  with  both  the  ethnic  and  social
composition of  students,  and some kind of  “pulling effect”  in  Belleview School  coursed by
the relatively high number of students from resourceful and ethnic Danish families. Thus,
the distribution of students with regard to socioeconomic and ethnic categories is crucial to
understanding the level of performance and the significance of inter-ethnic practices and
identities.
Looking at each school, the significance of ethnicity is not that visible among the students.
Our finding is secondly that ethnicity somehow seems to be naturalised by the fact that the
existence of minority ethnic students is normalised. This is of course obvious at Fraser
School, where ethnic minorities are the majority. At Belleview School, the finding is, on the
other hand, that ethnicity is downplayed as a signifier among majority and minority
students inside the school, but is still a marker of division outside school. The majority
members however more openly express this than the minority members do.
This points to our third important finding; we found a rather tight link between ethnic
identity and social positioning. The finding is that the lower the students are on the social
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ladder, the stronger is the role of ethnicity as a self-explanatory “ideological construct” that
they use as a reason in their life. We developed three descriptions of strategies across a
continuum with regards to degree of identification with ethnicity, and found the strongest
identification with ethnicity within the strategy of ethnic pride, less strong identification
within the strategy of reflexive ethnicity and lowest identification within the strategy of
downplaying ethnicity. We learned that primarily students at Fraser School, also positioned
on the lower end of the social ladder, are more clearly inclined to describe their identity in
opposition to a troublesome categorisation of “immigrants”. They don’t neglect the cultural
importance of inter-ethnic friendships, but downplay ethnicity in social contexts dominated
by majorities. In addition to this, they feel more safe, secure and recognised inside Fraser
than outside Fraser. Among students exhibiting the two other developed identity strategies,
ethnicity is however a point of reference that is given attention when it is considered to be
an integral element of identity formation. The students are better able to position
themselves within the majority discourse, arguing from a Danish perspective and thereby
employ hybrid identities that bring together ethnic identities (e.g., being Turkish) and
national identities (e.g., being Danish).

A fourth important finding is the diversity of approaches of the different actors (students,
teachers, parents) in looking at the role of ethnicity in students’ lives. We learned that, of all
the actors taken together, it is the teachers who express a most problematised view,
especially in the context of language differentials. We assumed that this difference follows
from the very fact that language – as an important “tool” of teaching in a bilingual school
environment like the Danish – is crucial from the teachers’ perspective: improper
knowledge of Danish apparently seems to create difficulties in daily instructions and also in
assisting minority ethnic students to achieve performance similar to their Danish
classmates. We did however also find a linguistic style among minority peers that not only
varies from official school language, but also shows the possibility of seeing and
understanding this as local dimensions of self-perception and identity.

In terms of an intersection between ethnicity and socioeconomic background, we found a
rather inconsistent relation between the social and mental dimensions of positioning. We
conclude that ethnicity has a strong influential effect on how the minority ethnic families
position themselves within the Danish society. Although both parents and children think of
themselves as different from ethnic Danes, we conclude that neither students nor parents
explain their positioning in solely victimised terms. Rather, they emphasise the possibilities
one has by working hard, and underscore the importance of education as a means of social
mobility.

Lastly, we developed two categories of ethnic minority schooling strategies that work as a
set of dimensions across a continuum with regard to structures of narratives about
schooling and educational career: a  strategy  of  commitment and a  strategy  of
instrumentation.

Instances of schooling choices determined by a strategy of commitment have been noted
among students who strongly subordinate other interests to those of their schooling in
their efforts to achieve even more than the school or their parents expect of them. For this
type of student, this results in a strictly disciplined lifestyle. It is something of a paradox in
their situation that they make decisions surrounding success based on options that, when



65

considered objectively, are not actually available to them, but that they appear to insist
upon anyway. It is the students’ belief in their own chances that becomes an incentive to
overcome obstacles in the path of objective possibilities. They are motivated by a pragmatic
view that their chances appear greater than they actually are in reality, and it is this view
that  allows  them  to  succeed  in  realising  their  opportunities.  By  placing  more  or  less
complete priority on education, they become the education system’s best customers.

Instances of schooling choices determined by an instrumentation strategy have been noted
among students typically within families with less or rather small educational capital, but
likely committed to the value of education itself and the importance of educational
qualifications, by giving emotional support and high levels of encouragement. Although
they are generally not questioning the value of schooling, they do however find school
boring and as such are paying more attention to the significance of peer relations. Attending
school can also be a part of an alternative strategy. The direction among boys can be to
enter into a local business of family members either in Denmark or their country of
emigration. Especially for the girls, their deliberations about education can be connected to
thoughts about future marriage.

From  the  interview  and  focus-group  discussions  with  teachers,  we  conclude  that  they
somehow make a distinction between integration and inclusion. While integration is seen
as a process in which the individual student needs to adapt to the mainstream educational
culture, including the discourse of school achievement, inclusion is seen as a process in
which efforts are made to create a school climate that recognises diversity in such a way
that allows it to include groups or individual students with minority ethnic backgrounds.
Whereas in the case with integration, the burden is laid on the students, in the case of social
inclusion, the burden is laid on the schools’ responsibility to enable the students to belong.

The main policy recommendations to be drawn from the report are:

From a perspective concerned about social inclusion and educational mobility, we have
discerned some familiar patterns in this report, as well as uncovered some findings that,
albeit tentative, point in new directions and perhaps even disturb the traditional
majority/minority–dichotomy. For instance, the relatively ambitious (education-wise) and
integrated minority students might, to some extent, destabilise existing beliefs on the
marginalisation of ethnic minorities. The reported link between ethnic identity and social
positioning, on the other hand, opens up a new window for policies of social inclusion.
Again, further investigations into these novel “ethnic” differentiations are needed. It is not
mainly a colour-blind approach to improving socioeconomic positions (through improved
access to resources and equal opportunities) that has to be the focus of policies to attain
better inclusion of minority ethnic youth into the society. But instead, some ethnically
framed policies with a balance between cultural diversity and social cohesion would be
more efficient in the “equality of opportunity” direction. We recommend policies that
incorporate diversity and allow people to forge new identities that are recognised and
valued on equal terms at school and in the wider society. Policies that only promote
assimilation, and also essentialised ethnicities, are ineffective means of binding together
minority ethnic and majority groups and communities.
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It may be the case that more subtle processes of differentiation are at play in the Danish
education system, with its seemingly universal welfare services, focus on equal
opportunities, lack of tracking, student grants for all, and so on. Along the same vein, school
cultures may at first glance be characterised by their lack of conspicuous differentiation
practices; these practices, though subtle, are nevertheless very present. In addition, the
important lesson drawn from this report that minority ethnic students from marginalised
environments, in general, are feeling more safe and recognised inside than outside this area
opens  up  a  policy  recommendation  that  seriously  takes  the  school’s  societal  role  into
consideration. The challenge met by schools that still needs to be addressed is how to
mobilise the cultural and linguistic capital of minority ethnic students in order to promote
an inclusive teaching and learning context. It is however of equal importance to consider
how “ethnicity” is a construct deeply imbued by the position of both the person who looks
at it, but also the school that is fighting against a negative reputation because of its number
of ethnic minorities. Integration takes place at many levels, in many social institutions. It is
not only governmental responses that drive integration on the ground, but above all school
approaches, and more effectively public discourses of “immigrants” and existing
stereotypes of both, Islamaphobia and crime.  Within the idea of integration, the continuing
challenge  learned  from  this  report  is  the  fluid  character  of  “ethnicity”,  not  only  from  the
perspective of identity building, socioeconomic aspirations and self-perceptions, but also as
a “tool” that everyone has to deal with, in all its complexity.
In this report, we have tried to balance the focus on findings that are surprising, disturbing
the ethnicity categories, and a focus on the inclusion effects of ethnic, gender and
socioeconomic categories of intersection. Here, it is perhaps important to stress that
differences pertaining to ethnicity are, of course, not a priori inscribed  in  the  young
students’ narratives – ethnic background is not important per se. The kinds of specific
cultural practices often connected to different “ethnic” expressions are complex issues of
interest. Similarly, students’ socioeconomic backgrounds are interesting because they often
provide us with information about cultural practices “typical” for that background; gender
is interesting because we know that statistically there is a connection between gender and
gender-produced “male” and “female” social practices or identities. In short, these concepts
are interesting precisely because they capture and condense different everyday cultural
practices.

In this report, these different cultural practices have been indicative of different student
groups having distinctly different educational strategies and educational pathways. Some
minority students, often from higher social positions, can manage to use education as a
means of social mobility. Some from lower social positions might face other barriers in the
educational system or do not have a family or peer network to help them. Or, some may
have alternate strategies – familial, peer-related or other – for which education is not
assigned a pivotal role. In short, there might be various structural barriers, but there are
also different life strategies and, hence, different pathways, according to which importance
of education varies. The prevalent perspective in this report, however, has been that of
ethnic identity formation and educational mobility. In this perspective, it remains a
“problem” that some students who like school and receive good grades do not progress or
continue with further education.
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