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Abstract: The authors begin by underscoring the heterogeneity of the proﬁle of immigrant
families, then go on to discuss the impact of the acculturation process on efforts by immigrant
families to educate their children. That discussion is followed by examples of measures
immigrant families have taken to help their children succeed at school and ways schools can
support families.

Schooling is an intellectually complex
undertaking that puts identity to the test
(Bautier and Rayou, 2009). It is an academic
and sociocultural challenge for students and
their families alike. Every society educates its
children in its own way through a curriculum
and provides the human and material resources
needed, in the case of Quebec, “to provide
instruction with renewed conviction; to socialize,
to prepare students to live together in harmony;
and to provide qualiﬁcations through a variety
of options” (Government of Quebec, 2006).
Students come ﬁrst in education, but families
also play a role in terms of providing support
and supervision, acting as a catalyst and seeing
their children through good times and bad. In his
novel Chagrin d’école, Daniel Pennac (2007) says
that he was a poor student and that his mother,
despite the fact that her son became a successful
professional and is recognized for his literary
work, always worried about him, and that it was
that worry that had made him a poor student in
the ﬁrst place. De Queiroz (2005) rightly states
that education is a family venture and that how
a child fares in school has a signiﬁcant impact
on how the child fares as an adult. Families
endeavour to shape their children’s future
through conversion, retention and improvement,
and the acquisition and enhancement of social
capital. Immigrant families, too, need to have
this relationship with their children’s schools.

Immigrant families: Different proﬁles and
different relationships with schools
When relationships with schools are being
analysed, the heterogeneity of the “immigrant
origin” category demands that the parameters
be reﬁned based on factors including families’
socio-economic
proﬁle,
pre-immigration
situation and migration plan, the standing
of each minority in relation to other ethnic
groups, differences in schools’ expectations of
students from different minorities, negative
connotations of school resulting from bad
experiences, the gap between mother tongue
and language of instruction, and the length of
time since immigration. The conventional grids
used to analyse these relationships cannot be
applied to immigrant families without taking
that heterogeneity into account. (Aldous, 2006;
De Queiroz, 2005; Kanouté et al., 2008; Kao and
Rutherford, 2007). For example, a migration
plan built around the dream of substantial
social mobility means that some immigrant
parents who have little schooling or who are
otherwise disadvantaged, defy projections of a
positive correlation between that situation and
the academic failure of their children (Kanouté
et al., 2008; McAndrew, 2001). It is therefore
important to look at both quantitative research,
which highlights major trends among immigrant
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families, and qualitative research, which
documents the uniqueness of each family’s
acculturation.
Acculturation is a general process of psychological
and sociocultural adaptation that people go
through when they come into contact with one
or more cultures different from the culture in
which they were ﬁrst socialized. Some researchers
(particularly in Canada, France, Belgium, Great
Britain and Australia) have endeavoured to
characterize the possible outcomes of that
process: acculturation approaches or strategies
(Bakker, Van der Zee and Van Oudenhoven, 2006;
Berry, Phinney, Sam and Vedder, 2006; Bourhis,
Moïse, Perreault and Sénécal, 1997; Chow, 2007;
Kanouté, 2002) and identity strategies (Camilleri
et al., 1990; Hohl and Normand, 1996; TaboadaLeonetti, 1989; Verhoeven, 2006; Wakeﬁeld
and Hudley, 2007). Stress occurs during the
acculturation process when people, seeking to give
meaning to their life at the lowest cost, run into
cultural codes that are somewhat different and
may even conﬂict. Insight into the relationship
that immigrant families have with school can
be gained by analysing the mobilization of the
family’s sociocultural capital (including human
capital) in a context of acculturation (Bankston III,
2004; Noguera, 2004). We deﬁne that capital as
the ability to act made possible through a social
network (Germain, 2004) and facilitated through
psychological, physical and cultural access to
school and other resources (Rahm, 2006). In that
sense, we share the concerns expressed by Frideres
(2006) regarding the stigmatization of the desire
of some families to participate, depending on
their needs, in “ethnic” organizations, which are
an important component of their social network.
These organizations help families understand
school culture, share their migratory experience,
support their schools, deal with acculturation
stress, and so on.
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Acculturation stress and its impact on
families’ support for their children’s
schooling
We begin by analysing the impact of the
sociocultural aspect of acculturation stress.
Are schools capable of sufﬁcient openness and
recognition to enable immigrant parents to play
their role as parents and convey their culture?
Policies require schools to demonstrate such
openness; some do, but others are more reluctant.
That reluctance was reported by immigrant
parents in a study that described relations
between schools and immigrant families whose
children were doing well in school (Kanouté
et al., 2008;Vatz-Laaroussi, Rachédi and Kanouté,
2008). In the words of one father, [translation]
“School teaches and conveys values. As parents,
we also have a duty to convey our values … but
to do it at school as well. In order to do that,
we must be present and heard at school.” Other
parents spoke about meeting a member of school
staff who was understanding and able to receive
and analyse the request and explain the beneﬁts
to the family. The following description from one
teacher illustrates one such encounter:
[Translation]
“The father came to see me because he didn’t
agree with my marks. At his insistence, I gave
Vadim a make-up math test. He passed and
was able to start Secondary 3 the next year
along with all the other students. At the end
of that year, he was one of the top students.”
While language issues are not among our
primary research objectives, they often crop up
in data on misunderstandings between schools
and immigrant families. In a study on the role
of academic assessment in the practices of
immigrant families (Kanouté, Duong, Audet
and Lafortune, 2007), one parent spoke about
language issues:

“When they are writing the remarks, they
write it in French. So it is difﬁcult for us to
understand. … they should write the remarks
in English, if they are writing for us. If not,
it is ok, but if they are writing for us, we are
not learning the language there. We know
English, we can understand only English. …
Blindly signing the paper is nothing. It is like
sending nothing to us. We don’t know what
we get …We feel shy for that. We do not
want to embarrass people.”
What impact does the socio-economic aspect
of acculturation stress have on families’ support
for their children’s schooling? Added to the
sociocultural issues of the acculturation process
are labour market integration issues. Families’
migration plans are centred on two main
hopes: ﬁrst, ﬁnding a job that corresponds to
their qualiﬁcations so that they have a decent
life; second, living in a place that fosters the
academic success of their children. An analysis
of longitudinal data by Blaser (2006) showed
that immigrants from Haiti, Vietnam and South
America are especially disadvantaged ethnic
groups in terms of labour market integration,
even after living in Quebec for a decade. Doubly
disadvantaged, they hold less prestigious jobs
and earn less.
The research puts forward a number of hypotheses
that attempt to explain that disadvantage:
cultural differences in the ability to alter migration
plans, the problem of credential recognition and
professional dequaliﬁcation rooted in systemic
discrimination, especially against “visible”
minorities (Blaser, 2006; Savard, 2007). This type
of precarious situation, which can last a very long
time for some families and in some communities,
inevitably affects parents’ ability to be hopeful
about their children’s academic success. Schooling
therefore suffers because of the problems
encountered by the parents in putting their own
capital to use (Bankston III, 2004; Driessen and
Smit, 2007; Kao and Rutherford, 2007; Noguera,
2004). We are reminded of an educated mother

from the Maghreb who constantly speaks words
of inspiration to her children in order to get them
to work hard in school, which they do (Kanouté
et al., 2007). That mother, however, suffering the
effects of her own professional dequaliﬁcation,
says that it is hard to fulﬁl dreams of success:
[translation] “Imagine a person who really feels
out of his or her element; the person will sort
of keep an eye on the children’s education, but
will not feel comfortable preparing the child for
everything.” She also wonders how long her words
of inspiration will work in her speciﬁc situation:
her children might ask, “Why should we do well
at school if it isn’t going to do us any good in the
end?” In the course of our research on immigrant
families, we sensed that the chronic nature of
professional dequaliﬁcation ultimately causes
parents to feel that their identity is discounted.
Given these obstacles to the integration of
immigrant families, where does promise lie in
terms of families’ support for their children’s
education? We will now discuss some of the best
options through examples involving immigrant
families and recommendations to schools.

Examples of immigrant families’ contribution
to academic success
Needless to say, immigrant families have
a responsibility to support their children’s
schooling and development. In high-risk settings
(juvenile delinquency), researchers have shown
that the “familism” of some immigrant families
helps reduce juvenile delinquency (Bergeron and
Potter, 2006; German, Gonzales and Dumka, 2009;
Ghazarian, Supple and Plunkett, 2008). Another
factor that protects youth in the host society is a
process of family acculturation characterized by
the integration of cultural codes (rather than by
loss of identity or assimilation) or strategies for
identity ﬂexibility (as opposed to adherence to a
single identity) (Berry et al., 2006; Lahire, 1998;
Verhoeven, 2006).
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A study of the paths taken by immigrant students
who do well in school (Kanouté et al., 2008;
Vatz-Laaroussi et al., 2008) showed that beyond
different sociocultural capital, beyond the dim
view that families take of schools’ unwillingness to
integrate diversity, beyond the different formats
of report cards, these families are all committed
to supporting their children’s school experience.
We divided family support into three categories:
success and continuity, success and advancement
and success for the family.

Success and continuity: Academic success as
a continuation of a family tradition
Parents in this category attended university
and were highly regarded professionals in their
country of origin (engineers, chemists, teachers).
They excelled in school. They understand that
migration entails a risk to the family. Consequently,
while they have expectations for academic
achievement similar to those of non-immigrant
parents with the same social proﬁle, immigrant
parents are more demanding and more vigilant
in implementing their school-related strategies.
These are parents who are clear and speciﬁc
about their views on success.

v Mother of one student: “She’s deﬁnitely
going to go to college and then university.
She has to be very well educated, highly
trained, earn a very good salary, have the
best house, the best car.”

v Father of one student: “In our family,
having a degree is an end in itself; it
brings prestige. People go to school a
long time. It is highly regarded and very
rewarding.”

Success and advancement: Academic success
as a means of social advancement
Parents in this category are less educated and less
equipped to understand school issues. However,
they see immigration as an opportunity to put
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the family on a path of upward social mobility;
had they stayed in their country of origin, their
standard of living would have remained the same
or declined. In contrast to the speciﬁc message
from parents in the success and continuity
category, parents in the success and advancement
category talk about academic success in less
speciﬁc but equally intense and recurring terms,
and that message is clearly heard by young
people. Parents are proactive in their search for
models of academic success and support for their
children.

v Student: “My dad is a labourer. All he ever
talks about is education.”

v Student’s mother: “We want her to do
something she likes, but she has to go to
school. We’re going to do whatever we
can—at least I am—to ensure that Juana
graduates, gets a good job and is able to
do a lot of things.”

Success for the family: Academic success for
the family
Students and their parents have a very strong
connection to their country of origin, as much
of a symbolic or emotional link as possible.
Academic success involves not only family
issues, but community and national issues as
well. Families tend more to rely on services and
networks in their ethnic and religious community
when they want general parenting support or to
monitor their children’s schooling.

v Father of a student: “We didn’t come here
for a holiday or to work in a factory. … She
has to go to university and then she can
decide what she wants to do … A child’s
success is shared by the entire family. The
tree bears fruit and everyone gets to eat.”
These examples show that, at the same they pull
together to foster equity in our society, looking
in particular at the situation of stigmatized social
groups, immigrant families can support their

children and students by enabling them to lay
ﬁrm roots in society and move forward. These
are families who believe that academic failure
contributes signiﬁcantly to the stigmatization
of minority groups and that a diploma opens
the door to effective challenging of systemic
discrimination. However, schools have a major
responsibility in ensuring family support, helping
put an end to stigmatization and ﬁghting racism
and discrimination.

School support for immigrant families
School support must meet a need among
families for recognition of sociocultural capital
and also a need to understand the school system
and ﬁnd resources (structure, program, special
services, teaching methods, etc.). The following
are suggestions for schools (Abdallah-Pretceille,
1997; Hohl and Normand, 1996; Kanouté, 2008;
Lafortune, 2006):
v

v
v

v

v

v

Promote in policies and practices an
educational mission that takes into
account the ethnocultural diversity of
society.
Diversify the ethnocultural proﬁle of
school staff.
Gain a better overall understanding of
the social and socialization practices of
immigrant families.
Document the challenges faced by
immigrant families (language barrier,
professional dequaliﬁcation, exclusion).
Recognize the right of immigrant families
to voice their opinions on education
issues and to question the operating
and socialization standards applied in
schools.
Assure families that their children’s
social and school experience is free
of stigmatizing forces and that there
is a commitment to ensuring equal
opportunity for all in day-to-day
school life (student-teacher relations,
interpretation of curriculum, group/class

v

management, etc.).
Make day-to-day school life familyfriendly by adopting approaches that are
welcoming to all parents.

v
In conclusion, we reiterate some of the winning
conditions for immigrant families’ support
for their children’s education: a welcoming
atmosphere that reduces the impact of
acculturation stress; families that are supportive
of their children’s schooling; and schools that
are open to ethnocultural diversity. In addition,
issues raised by relations between schools and
immigrant families should ﬁgure prominently
in initial and ongoing teacher training so that
schools have a better understanding of those
issues. Finally, recent studies on the relationship
between schools and immigrant families in
Quebec have tried to clarify that relationship
by examining it from a broader perspective
that includes the link between immigration and
disadvantage.1
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