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Abstract

Recent literature has emphasised the importance of family involvement within
immigrant families in determining their children’s educational pathways. On the one
hand, the focus on family involvement and the transmission of familial resources
becomes more important when disentangling ethnic educational inequalities for
second-generation youth. On the other hand, particular practices of family involvement
seem to counterbalance disadvantaged origins and become the driving force for
educational success. However, few, if any, studies systematically explore the importance
of family involvement for educational success by children of immigrants from an
international comparative perspective. This introduction paper attempts to fill
this gap. In addition to previewing the contents of the articles found in this
issue, we include a comparative review of the main communalities found in the
contributions of this special issue. The paper concludes with suggestions for future
comparative research on family involvement and educational success by children
of immigrants in Europe.
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Introduction
Research on the educational trajectories and achievements of the children of immi-

grants in Europe has attracted a great deal of scholarly attention, as well as public

interest. Fairly stable patterns have been documented in past studies showing the sub-

stantial educational disadvantages faced by immigrant youths across Europe (see Crul,

Schnell, Herzog-Punzenberger et al. 2012; Heath, Rothon, & Kilpi, 2008 for North-

Western Europe; Schnell & Azzolini, 2015 for Southern Europe). Yet, some diversity in

educational trajectories and outcomes of the children of immigrants within and be-

tween European countries is apparent.

Overall, for children of immigrants, educational trajectories and achievements vary

according to parental socioeconomic backgrounds, home environments, and the neigh-

bourhood and school contexts. However, the factor that most strongly predicts educa-

tional pathways for children of immigrants and explains their disadvantaged positions

compared to the majority student population tends to be socioeconomic background,
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i.e. the social class position of their parents (Glick & White, 2003; Heath & Brinbaum,

2007; Kao & Thompson, 2003).

Within the past two decades, research has emphasised the increasing importance of

family support and parental involvement within immigrant families in determining edu-

cational pathways. On the one hand, social class reproduction for children of immi-

grants is influenced by the transmission of resources and the quality of ties between

generations (Charles, Roscigno, & Torres, 2007; Rosenbaum & Rochford, 2008). Thus,

the focus on family involvement and the transmission of familial resources becomes

important when disentangling ethnic educational inequalities for second-generation

youth. On the other hand, experiences of intergenerational upward mobility amongst

disadvantaged young adults of immigrant origin demonstrate that social reproduction

theory may be subject to exceptions.

Amongst the factors which counterbalance the impact of disadvantaged origin, the

literature ascribes special importance to parental involvement in children’s upbringing

and education. Several studies have shown that there is a growing number of second-

generation youth achieving educational success despite their low social class back-

grounds. High parental ambitions, expectations, aspirations and specific types of

parental support have been found to be the driving force for these successful achieve-

ments amongst young adults of immigrant origin (Brinbaum & Kieffer, 2009; Crul,

Zhou, Lee et al. 2012; Portes & Fernandez-Kelly, 2008; Santelli, 2013; Schnell, Keskiner,

& Crul, 2013). While researchers have started to increasingly focus on the relationship

between family involvement and educational outcomes1, few – if any – studies have

systematically explored the importance of family involvement for upward mobility and

educational achievement by children of immigrants in Europe from a comparative and

cross-national perspective.

There is ample evidence from US studies that family involvement in immigrant fam-

ilies is stratified by ethnic origin and parental support. Results reveal that some ethnic

origin groups have lower levels of school involvement than their majority counterparts,

while other ethnic origin groups actually show higher levels of family involvement

(Kao, 2004; Kao & Joyner, 2004; Turney & Kao, 2009). Evidence on whether family in-

volvement varies between different immigrant origin groups within European countries

is largely missing. Moreover, studies looking systematically at family involvement and

possible variations within the same origin group across several European countries are

scarce (for exceptions, however, see Crul, 2013; Schnell, 2014; Schnell & Crul, 2014).

Additionally, family involvement is oftentimes narrowly framed to include only the

role played by parents. So far, very few studies exist that extend the discussion of fam-

ily involvement to other significant family agents, such as siblings or kinship members

in the wider ethnic community in Europe. This is somewhat surprising given that sib-

lings or community members can also be a significant resource in overcoming family

disadvantage, as shown, for example, by Zhou and Bankston (1998) in their study on

Vietnamese youth or by Fernandez-Kelly for Latinos (2008) in the US and in Crul’s

work on school achievement by second-generation Turks and Moroccans in the

Netherlands (Crul, 1999, 2000).

This special issue is an attempt to fill these identified gaps in the current literature. It

deals with the issue of family involvement in immigrant families and its association with

educational success and the processes of upward mobility for their children in Europe
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Such a focus implies that this collection of papers falls within the scope of a resource ap-

proach to immigrants’ trajectories in the country of residence which has superseded the

hitherto dominant deficit paradigm in this field which has prevailed particularly in educa-

tion and in studies of stratification. Taken together, the five contributions in this special

issue ask whether there are common patterns of family involvement observable across

ethnic origin groups within and between European countries. Which patterns and types

of family involvement are behind the success attained by children of immigrants in

Europe? And which strategies of involvement can be identified for immigrant families

across Europe to achieve upward mobility for their children?

The remainder of this introductory paper is structured as follows: We start by con-

ceptualising family involvement and further differentiate dimensions of it from a

broader theoretical framework. We pay particular interest to the interplay between

these different forms of involvement and educational success for children of immi-

grants. Next, we discuss to what extent involvement in immigrant families is stratified

by socioeconomic background and how far it correlates with additional family charac-

teristics, such as their length of residence or parental aspirations. We do so in order to

investigate how far second-generation youth in Europe might be advantaged or disad-

vantaged in their access to within-family resources.

The following section then reviews the contributions in this issue and describes what

we think each paper adds to our understanding about the importance of family involve-

ment and educational success by children of immigrants in Europe. In the fourth sec-

tion, we highlight similarities in outcomes in a comparative way. We are particularly

interested in similarities that emerge from contributions by different authors since they

indicate common processes for children of immigrants across a number of selected

European countries. Finally, we conclude this introduction by arguing in favour of more

systematic research on family involvement and educational outcomes by children of

immigrants in order to better understand divergent pathways to educational success.
Family involvement and educational achievement
Family involvement: styles, aspirations, practices and resource mobilization

Research on the impact of parenting on a child’s academic achievement has followed two

main theoretical traditions, namely parenting style and practices (Darling & Steinberg,

1993). Parenting styles express the emotional climate in which parents raise their chil-

dren, while parenting practices are specific behaviours that parents use to socialise their

children. Parental involvement is often conceptualised as a part of parental practices.

The specificity of parental involvement is its focus on school issues (Jeynes, 2007)2.

In her seminal work, Epstein (1987) identified four types of involvement from the per-

spective of what schools can do in order to incorporate parents: (1) basic obligations,

establishing physical and psychological structures for homework performance, interact-

ing with the school or teacher about homework; (2) school-to-home communications;

(3) parent involvement at school, visiting the school, volunteering at the school and (4)

parent involvement in learning activities at home, i.e. reading, discussing school topics,

managing the child’s time and providing a favourable learning environment. Epstein’s

typology has influenced the conceptualisation of involvement from the perspective of

the parents, complementary to the school perspective. The construct has therefore
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been enlarged to include on one side goals and aspirations which inspires practices,

and on the other side resources mobilisation which aims at enhancing the impact of

practices (Fan & Chen, 2001; Jeynes, 2007).

Most importantly, many hypothesise that children benefit from parental involvement

in their education. After all parents are their first educators. This manifests through a

number of different mechanisms: First, parental involvement socialises children by

showing that education is valued and of importance to the family, which may ultimately

translate into greater appreciation of education on the part of the children themselves.

Parental involvement provides parents with a means of social control. They get to know

about their children’s schooling through directly controlling the time their children

spend on reading and completing homework. Additionally, they get to know other par-

ents and teachers with whom they discuss their children’s performances. Lastly, in-

volved parents are privy to substantially more information about their children.

Through these mechanisms, parental involvement has a lasting influence on the educa-

tional performance of their children, and most researchers have found that higher levels

of parental influence lead to significant academic advantages and outcomes.

While retaining the larger construct of parental involvement from the parents’ per-

spective, the authors of the papers in this volume build their studies on the further ex-

tended notion of family involvement by encompassing the whole family as actors in the

process; siblings and relatives may also provide support to the younger members of the

family (Malecki & Demaray, 2003).

Family involvement in a child’s life and schooling is most often considered a form of

social capital, be it home-based – such as parent-child or siblings interactions and com-

munication – or school-based – such as participation in school and relations with

teachers (Pong et al. 2005). Social capital is understood as a set of networks and

connections in which actors secure benefits and resources by virtue of membership and

contacts. As for its structural form, family involvement entails dyadic relationships

between the parent and the child (other family member and the child, family member

and teacher). The kinship-base of family involvement makes it possible to situate the

dyadic relationship in the normative frame of obligation and reciprocity. Families have

their own human and financial capital to invest in children: from this perspective,

parents’ social relationships facilitate their children’s school performance.

Investing in social relationships is a way of building up social resources, which repre-

sent a powerful instrument – along with financial resources – to be converted into hu-

man capital (Coleman, 1988). Yet families may draw potential resources from outside

the network: in this sense, social capital is a multiplier of an individual’s own (cultural)

capital (Bourdieu, 1980). Bourdieu, as well as Lareau (2002), defines cultural capital as

symbolic knowledge useful in understanding how the social world works that can be

passed on within families. Social capital, by contrast, refers to the ability of families to

manage successfully the material and symbolic resources that they possess for the bene-

fit of their members. Bourdieu stresses the importance of the cultural capital necessary

to activate social capital, thus suggesting that how the social networks are used may be

as valuable (or even more so) than social networks themselves (Furstenberg & Kaplan,

2003). Those two conceptualisations emphasise different yet compatible dimensions of

social capital: the first stresses the form of social capital, whilst the second highlights

the process through which social capital affects children’s behaviours (Mcneal, 1999).
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Family involvement and school achievement

There are conflicting empirical findings and considerable inconsistencies regarding

the relationship between parental involvement and a student’s academic achievement

(Fan & Chen, 2001; McNeal, 2012). Whereas some authors assert that parental in-

volvement is generally a salient factor in explaining behavioral but not cognitive

outcomes (McNeal, 1999), others underline the undeniable role played in children’s

outcomes by various types of social support provided by parents, family members,

significant others and peers (Jeynes, 2007; Malecki & Demaray, 2003; Spera, 2005).

Fan & Chen (2001) observe a small to moderate, and practically meaningful, relation-

ship between parental involvement and academic achievement. Parental aspirations

have been found to have the strongest relationship with students’ academic achieve-

ment among various components of parental involvement, once parental socioeco-

nomic status is held constant (Lee & Bowen, 2006). In the meta-analysis on the impact

of various components of parental involvement on children’s achievement, Jeynes

asserts that parental expectations have the largest effect on achievement, followed

by parenting style while the effects of parents checking homework as well as family

communication are fairly lower (Jeynes, 2007).

Parent-school involvement and intergenerational closeness have been found to

be positively related to the educational outcomes of the children of immigrants

(Pong et al. 2005) and their social mobility in general (Santelli, 2013). Many

authors assessed a positive link between parenting practices and achievement. Yet,

Dornbusch et al. (1987) found for the US that authoritative parenting was associated

with higher grades for white families but not for Asian, Black and Hispanic families.

Similar results are found by Steinberg et al. (1992) concerning white, Black and

Hispanic families. Although recent research by Portes and Rivas (2011) indicates that

authoritative parenting pays off for Latino students who become high achievers. Jeynes

(2007) states that parental involvement is associated with higher achievement also for

the “racial minority student” and that parental involvement is a means to reducing the

achievement gap that exists between white students and some racial minority students.

Variations in family involvement

Previous research has shown that involvement with their child’s schooling in immigrant

families is shaped by the resources and opportunities available to them and varies by

ethnic origin.

To begin with, empirical evidence suggests that the lower socioeconomic status of

many immigrant families translates into a limited amount of school-related resources

available to invest in and transmit to their children in order to support their educa-

tional trajectories. Social class differences in parents’ norms, practices and styles have

been further demonstrated by many authors. For example, Lareau (2002) distinguishes

between middle-class parents who manage to smooth their children’s way to educa-

tional mobility through “concerted cultivation” by actively developing children’s skills

and talents, and working class families who, in spite of their undeniable support for

their children follow a child-rearing logic of “natural growth” (presuming that their

children will go on and thrive spontaneously). As she concludes, race has much less

impact on school achievement than social class. In American literature the issue of so-

cial class is oftentimes intertwined with race/ethnicity under the overarching concept
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of ‘minority’ condition. “Differentials in parental investments provide little support for

cultural distinctiveness” (Charles et al. 2007, p. 348). Lareau & Mc Namara Horvat

(1999) indicate that ethnic minority parents tend to be less involved in their children’s

education. However, this is not due to the fact that they value education less than ma-

jority parents (Ryan, Casas, Kelly‐Vance, Ryalls, & Nero, 2010). Lee & Bowen (2006)

find that while European-American parents show higher involvement in school,

African-American and Latino parents deploy a stricter management of their children’s

time. In Latino families, parental involvement at home is greater than at school and

based on more involvement of significant others and also greater in those families

(Ryan et al., 2010).

Involvement by immigrant parents might also be affected by the limited familiarity

with their children’s educational system, preventing even the more educated and skilled

immigrant parents from providing effective support for their children’s education.

Others found that the time availability within families is crucial for involvement and

that due to the rotating shift work in many blue collar jobs held by immigrant parents,

these families lack time to effectively support their children in school related matters

(Gauthier, Smeedeng, & Furstenberg, 2004). Family size also seems to matter in the dis-

tribution of resources spread across several children and the degree of family involvement.

With increasing numbers of children within families, parental involvement (e.g. parental

attention or supervision) declines (Downey, 1995, 2001). Overall, the extent to which im-

migrant families are relatively advantaged or disadvantaged in their access to and quality

of within-family resources are shaped by important family characteristics and the available

opportunities to them.

Despite these disadvantages, immigrant families are oftentimes characterised by

stronger emotional bonds and closeness than families in the majority population,

providing greater psychological security and support for their children to achieve

educational success (Pong et al. 2005; Rosenbaum & Rochford, 2008). As some

have argued, this closeness is accompanied by greater levels of parental aspirations

within immigrant families that might translate into more superior educational

performances and greater levels of success for children of immigrants. As Kao and

Tienda (1995) argued, children of immigrants might be more committed than

the majority population to the idea that education is a springboard for upward

mobility, because of the shared experiences for a better life by their parents. Fre-

quent reminders that education might be the only channel to escape from the

current familial circumstances, combined with closely bonded ties between family

members, might cross-cut the aforementioned barriers to family involvement and

frequently translates into successful performances by the children of immigrants

(Portes & Fernandez-Kelly, 2008).

New insights on family involvement and educational achievement – overview
of the issue
In this special issue we bring together five papers that focus on family involvement

and the educational success of children of immigrants. Given that family involvement

is a multidimensional concept and includes parents as well as siblings as significant

supportive actors within families, we purposively gave our contributors wide latitude

in defining involvement through the family and the relationship to educational
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achievement within their papers. Consequently, the contributions describe various

ways of family involvement, highlight reasons for it in familial discourse as well as

how children perceive it and how it effects their educational achievements. Moreover,

some contributions in this special issue extend the current discussion about family in-

volvement by investigating simultaneously the supporting behavior of parents and

elderly siblings. Our contributors apply rather different methods and datasets to

examine the role played by family involvement for educational success by children of

immigrants. Two papers use qualitative interviews as major sources, one paper em-

ploys representative data from a specific survey on immigrants and their descendants

while three papers rely on both quantitative and qualitative data collected from the

second-generation. The papers in this special issue also use different measures of

‘educational success’ as a dependent variable as they are often restricted by the

availability in their datasets and empirical materials. Nevertheless, they always em-

ploy the best available indicators which represent educational success in the contexts

of the countries under consideration. Thus, family involvement is related to the

highest educational attainment or to overcoming low achievement, while others

focus on specific moments in the educational pathways of second generation youths

that lead to prestigious academic credentials. All papers are comparative in nature,

either comparing children of immigrants from the ‘same’ ethnic origin group across

North-Western European countries or exploring ethnic differentials in family

involvement and educational success between different origin groups within one

country. Yet, some further explore group differences within one dominant ethnic

origin group in one country. However, irrespective of the different approaches to the

link between family involvement and educational success, all contributions help to

disentangle whether there are common processes and similarities across different

countries for children of immigrants when it comes to family involvement and

educational success.

The collection starts with a paper by Rosita Fibbi and Jasmine Truong which deals

with the differences within the Kosovar community, one of the largest second gener-

ation groups today in Switzerland and regarded in public opinion as a problematic

group. Having assessed in previous studies the importance of intergenerational social

mobility in this group (Fibbi et al. 2015), this paper explores the impact of parental

involvement in children’s school trajectories, thus highlighting within-group differ-

ences. This qualitative study analyses interviews conducted in 2013 in the German-

speaking Zurich area of Switzerland with twenty young persons and one of their par-

ents in Kosovar families. Families whose child experienced a highly mobile path,

achieving tertiary education, are contrasted with families whose child experienced re-

duced mobility. Significant differences are found within the Albanian-speaking group:

variation in parental educational attainment in the country of origin, as well as pro-

fessional mobility in the country of immigration translate into educational outcomes

for their children through the mediating effect of parenting styles, involvement and

practices. All parents show an important emotional involvement in their child’s school

trajectory; yet, parenting style relates quite closely to the type of parental school in-

volvement and resource mobilisation. Educational success is associated with an au-

thoritative parenting style practised by parents of various socio-cultural backgrounds.

On the contrary, lack of educational success is to be found in families where parents
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cannot provide supporting to their children, whatever their previous educational

achievement is.

The following paper, by Sara Rezai, Maurice Crul, Sabine Severiens and Elif Keskiner,

draws on 86 in-depth interviews with second generation men and women of Turkish

and Moroccan background in the Netherlands. All of their respondents originate from

low socioeconomic family backgrounds but have achieved upward educational mobility

and completed higher education in the Netherlands. Rezai and her colleagues apply the

(slightly modified) framework of House (1981) to investigate patterns of family involve-

ment and educational success in which they distinguish between informational, no-

tional, emotional and instrumental support second-generation Turks and Moroccans

receive from their parents. Their findings reveal that informational support, such as

homework or study advice, is the least common type of support that immigrant parents

provide to their children, partially because these parents lack adequate language skills,

sufficient knowledge of the Dutch education system and have generally low levels of

education. This finding is in line with the results presented in the paper by Schnell

within this special issue and also the research literature for parental involvement from

the U.S. The paper by Rezai et al. suggests, however, that other types of parental in-

volvement, such as emotional, notional and instrumental support are not only frequent,

but also perceived by the successful second generation as essential for their accom-

plishments. For example, strong family discipline combined with emotional support

seems to translate into higher aspirations for second-generation young adults and be-

comes a major factor for their upward mobility. Such types of parental support are

often driven by parental aspirations and their persistent wish to set their children on

the right track to achieving upward mobility. In turn, the second generation frequently

provide their younger siblings and relatives, and children of friends and acquaintances

with what they consider to be essential support for successful navigation through

the Dutch education system, which – unlike the parental support they received them-

selves – primarily consists of informational support.

The paper by Laure Moguérou and Emmanuelle Santelli continues the line of re-

search set out in the article of Rezai and colleagues by exploring involvement and sup-

port strategies in immigrant families and thereby simultaneously examining the role of

parents and older siblings. Focusing on immigrant and majority families in France, the

authors report results from their analyses using the “Trajectories and Origins” Survey

(2008) and 42 post-survey interviews conducted with descendants of Turkish, Maghreb

or Sub-Saharan African origin from working class backgrounds. Their quantitative ana-

lysis reveals that informational support, such as concrete help with homework, is found

to be less frequent among immigrant parents in France. Results from the author’s post-

survey interviews uncover, however, that immigrant parents develop alternative ways of

getting involved in their children’s schooling activities in order to compensate for the

lack of instrumental support. The most frequent ways include recurring talks on school

matters and the importance of achieving upward mobility. These compensation

strategies are driven by parental aspirations, but are less effective for the educational

success of their children if they are not accompanied by tangible actions, such as – for

example - homework control. Moguérou and Santelli’s results further show that these

tangible actions are often provided by the oldest child in the family home. Disentan-

gling these compensating strategies shows that immigrant parents in France make



Schnell et al. Comparative Migration Studies  (2015) 3:14 Page 9 of 17
greater emotional and material investments in the oldest child, who then – accompanied

with their own educational experience – becomes the responsible person for providing

educational (instrumental) support for their younger siblings in the family. This transmis-

sion pattern through the eldest child appears significantly more often in immigrant fam-

ilies than majority families. Through an investment in the oldest child, immigrant parents

transform their general aspirations for upward mobility into concrete and specific types of

support with the help of the oldest child. The relationships between siblings then miti-

gates obstacles and might even facilitate educational success. Different levels in the

allegiance to their parents’ upward mobility project therefore also explain differences in

educational outcomes amongst children of immigrants across ethnic origin groups in

France.

The two articles that follow, by Philipp Schnell and Elif Keskiner, compare aspects of

family involvement within Turkish families across a number of selected European

countries and cities and look at how it is linked to schooling trajectories and educa-

tional attainment by their descendants. Unlike many previous studies that frequently

investigate ethnic differentials in family involvement and their effects on educational

achievement within countries, Schnell and Keskiner use a particular variant of a diver-

gent comparison by considering the ‘same ethnic origin group’ (Turks) with compar-

able starting positions among the second-generation across countries with rather

different education systems.

Schnell’s article explores the school-related involvement strategies and patterns of

support provided within Turkish families by parents and older siblings in three selected

North-Western European countries, namely Austria, France and Sweden. The three

countries differ with respect to the institutional settings of the education systems. Fam-

ily involvement is conceptualised as a multidimensional construct, including parental

control and instrumental support. Using data from the TIES survey, the study first ex-

amines descriptively the frequency of family support and how these involvement pat-

terns are related to additional correlates, such as parental socio-economic background,

family composition or length of residence. Findings show that parental involvement by

Turkish parents and older siblings is on average most frequent in Austria, followed by

France, and least frequent in Sweden. At the same time, the magnitude of the correlates

between parental and siblings involvement and certain compositional family factors

were greatest in Austria. Using a series of binomial logistic regressions, results suggest

that the educational attainment of second-generation Turks in Austria is much more

dependent on various activities of support provided by their parents when compared to

their counterparts in France and Sweden after holding family background characteris-

tics constant. Besides, the educational success of second-generation Turks in Austria is

reliant on the extra support they receive from older siblings – beyond parental involve-

ment and educational background. Again, as Schnell demonstrates, no such significant

effects were observed for sibling support in either France or Sweden. In a last step, the

paper reveals that second-generation Turks are still more reliant on educational sup-

port from their parents than the children of majority families within Austria which was

not the case in either France or Sweden. Schnell’s paper suggests that these different

findings across countries have to be read in the light of interaction mechanisms with

institutional settings of the given education systems. The family becomes the main focal

point of an education system which due to its half-day training system delegates
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learning and homework to the family home. By contrast, in the case of systems such as

those in France and Sweden – offering full-time education and supervised homework

sessions in schools – the role of additional help provided by parents at home becomes

less important.

Finally, Keskiner’s paper poses the question of whether it is merit or parental involve-

ment that matters for second-generation Turks to successfully navigate through the

first selection moment in the French and Dutch education system. These first selection

moments are the most crucial branching points in both education systems and largely

determine educational careers of young pupils and their access to prestigious academic

trajectories (Brinbaum & Cebolla-Boado, 2007; Tolsma, Coenders, & Lubbers, 2007).

Keskiner defines involvement as parental aspirations, preferences and particular strat-

egies for school choices on behalf of children. Summarising these sub-dimensions of

parental involvement as cultural capital, Keskiner pays particular attention to the

mechanisms through which cultural capital by Turkish parents facilitates advancement

and favourable conditions in the first selection moment in the two different contexts.

Using information from qualitative interviews with descendants of Turkish immigrants

in Amsterdam and Strasbourg, and analysing respective quantitative data from the

TIES survey, she examines how the two different settings in France and the

Netherlands are responsive to forms of parental involvement next to the meritocratic

achievements of young people. In the case of Amsterdam, the education system limits

direct parental involvement in the selection process. As a result, the tracking decisions

are largely determined by previous test scores, i.e. the Dutch achievement scores

(CITO). In contrast, in the case of Strasbourg, cultural capital by immigrant parents

makes a difference for their children’s tracking decision as the French education system

allows for active participation by parents. As she concludes, this finding might explain

the larger numbers of students in the academic track in Strasbourg compared to

Amsterdam and contributes therefore to the explanation of cross-national differences in

outcomes among the Turkish second-generation between France and the Netherlands.

Family involvement and educational success: comparative perspectives
This special issue brings together five papers by scholars from various European coun-

tries who studied involvement practices in immigrant families and its links to educa-

tional success and upward mobility by their children. Although the contributions cover

different countries and cities, various ethnic origin groups and different measures of

educational success, the common scheme running through all the articles is whether

and what kind of family involvement translates into educational success for children of

immigrants against the backdrop of structural and familial disadvantage. We now de-

part from their findings and turn to a number of important similarities that are evident

for immigrant families in the different European countries. The results presented in this

issue show some clear converging patterns.

To begin with, and irrespective of the countries or groups examined, all papers re-

port that immigrant parents commend and value education as they perceive it as the

most legitimate instrument to secure and even advance their social status in the im-

migration societies. Therefore, immigrant parents psychologically and emotionally

support their children on their way to educational credentials by exhorting their child

to take up the challenge of school work (Rezai et al., Moguérou & Santelli) and by
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providing care and trust or by mobilizing scarce economic resources (Fibbi &

Truong). Most importantly, as shown for example in the contributions by Keskiner

and in particular by Rezai and colleagues, these types of “soft” involvement can help

to overcome disadvantage and achieve educational success. Despite their disadvan-

taged position in society, the papers in this special issue show that immigrant families

are oftentimes characterised by stronger emotional bonds and closeness than families

in the majority population. They provide greater psychological security and support

for their children to achieve educational success, a finding that is in line with

the international literature on family involvement by immigrants (Pong et al. 2005;

Rosenbaum & Rochford, 2008).

Similarly, almost all papers within this special issue mention relatively high parental

aspirations as a distinguishing feature of immigrant families although some manage to

navigate between setting high goals and taking into account the effective performances

of their children better than others. Those findings are likely to substantiate the immi-

grant optimism hypothesis (Kao & Tienda 1995) which stresses how parental aspira-

tions are reported on children in the context of the receiving country, where better

opportunities make those aspirations more plausible. At the same time, as Moguérou &

Santelli state in their paper on immigrant families in France, there appears a substantial

gap between high parental aspirations which are oftentimes rather abstract and general

and the effective support they can provide, such as concrete help with homework.

However, as many of the contributions show (e.g. Keskiner, Rezai et al., Moguérou &

Santelli), high parental aspirations are frequently the foundation for alternative involve-

ment strategies and supportive family environments characterized by strong intergener-

ational closure.

Contributions comparing immigrant to majority families of similar socioeconomic

background notice that family participation in school related activities (e.g. help with

homework and meeting with teachers) is less frequent in immigrant families within all

countries (Fibbi & Truong, Moguérou & Santelli, Rezai et al.). This kind of involvement

is most likely linked to parental educational background as well as language skills.

Schnell however finds no significant link between parental knowledge of local language

and children’s school achievement, once parental education is controlled for. Such an

observation might suggest that the most decisive factor is not so much language mas-

tery but parental capacity to secure a supportive family environment.

Families’ mobilization of social and cultural capital and hence the ability to provide

valuable information and orientation appear in many papers (Fibbi & Truong,

Moguérou & Santelli, Rezai et al.) as a decisive factor explaining educational attainment

in general and education success in particular. Variations in family involvement across

ethnic groups appear largely explained by different migration trajectories of the parents

and their different opportunities within the receiving societies, as this is best shown in

the quantitative approaches of Schnell and Moguérou & Santelli. This might be linked

to the experiences of immigrant parents: whether they remain stuck in unwarranted

labor and family situation or manage to avoid such downturns (Fibbi & Truong).

The most consistent finding reported by our contributors is that if immigrant families

are at a disadvantage in various aspects, they develop compensatory strategies in order

to overcome these drawbacks – a finding that is evident for many immigrant origin

groups in different European countries. Mobilization of (older) siblings is among the
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most frequent compensation strategies. Thus, while papers comparing various immi-

grant groups in a quantitative way, such as the paper by Moguérou & Santelli, on

France, do assess the parental involvement to be lower in some immigrant families,

such as for example in Turkish families, they also show that exactly in those families

siblings play a crucial role, especially in providing homework help and giving advice.

The inclusion of older siblings in the family support is highlighted in various other pa-

pers (Schnell and Fibbi & Truong). Parents frequently provide greater emotional and

material investments in the oldest child, who then becomes the responsible person for

providing educational support for their younger brothers and sisters. Moguérou &

Santelli notice that parents require such assistance from the older siblings because they

have schooling experiences and knowledge on the workings of the education system.

This compensating strategy through older siblings appears significantly more often in

immigrant families than majority families.

The second practice that compensatory strategies may take is reaching out for exter-

nal help outside the (nuclear) family circle. This is mentioned in almost all the papers.

Mobilization of external resources in the community or at school requires, however, so-

cial competences and social capital. In sum, previous research on family involvement

and educational achievements by children of immigrants has predominately focused on

the narrow role played by parents and the resources available within the nuclear family.

The papers within this special issue have uncovered relevant other compensation strat-

egies in immigrant families. The arguments and findings documented here, then, sug-

gest that the discussion on family involvement and educational achievement by

children of immigrants needs to be substantially enhanced in order to fully understand

patterns of upward mobility and educational success.

Finally, the cross-national comparisons show that different institutional settings of

education systems determine the relevance of family involvement for educational suc-

cess by children of immigrants. As shown for example in the contribution by Schnell,

some education systems in Europe (i.e. Austria) request greater amounts of family in-

volvement for the successful schooling trajectories of young students than do other

countries’ schooling systems (e.g. France or Sweden). Given that immigrant parents fre-

quently face barriers to involvement (such as insufficient language skills), these institu-

tional arrangements place immigrant parents into a disadvantaged position which

translates into unfavourable consequences for their children’s educational success.

These findings are important since they also contribute to the explanation of cross-

national differences in educational outcomes for the children of immigrants. However,

it also dependents of what kind of involvement the education system asks for. In

Austria, as Schnell shows, the education system is characterized by its half-day training

system which shifts the responsibility to learn into the family home since additional

tutoring and preparatory classes at the school are largely non-existent. In other words,

parents need to instrumentally support their children in school related activities. As

mentioned before, this might set children of immigrants into an unfavourable position.

This is less the case in the French education system, for example, which is comprehen-

sive and provides full day teaching. Here, the pressure to provide e.g. instrumental sup-

port is much lower for immigrant families. However, as shown in Keskiner’s paper, the

French education system also asks for parental involvement – mostly evident in the

orientation process before choices for certain tracks in upper secondary education are
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made by the school board. Indeed, immigrant parents that have greater knowledge

about the French education system and greater abilities in the French language (cul-

tural capital) are again in an advantaged position. However, as Keskiner argues through

her comparison between France and the Netherlands, the chances for children of

(Turkish) immigrants to enter more prestigious school tracks are greater if the educa-

tion system asks for family involvement before school choices are made instead of bas-

ing the school decision solely on merit, as it is in the Dutch education system. Thus,

the institutional arrangements of national education system determine the relevance

and type of family involvement that immigrant parents have to provide in order to set

their children on the successful educational paths.

Suggestions for future research
The five contributions in this issue highlight several new and important insights on the

relationship between family involvement and educational success or upward mobility

by children of immigrants in Europe. The studies presented in this special issue suggest

that the focus on family involvement is of great relevance, especially if one aims to

understand patterns of educational success by children of immigrants against the odds

of family disadvantage. In our concluding remarks we briefly reflect on a number of

topics that we think should deserve attention in future research on the interconnection

between family involvement and educational success by children of immigrants.

To begin with, we believe it is imperative to collect more systematic data on family

involvement and its link to educational success for children of immigrants in Europe.

Such a data collection would allow for a standardised analysis across a number of coun-

tries and immigrant origin groups and help to bring out country differences. The pa-

pers by Schnell and Keskiner in this volume underline the advantage of using such

comparable cross-national data showing that different institutional settings determine

the relevance of family involvement for educational success by children of immigrants.

We further believe that immigrant specific surveys should include questions around

family involvement that are geared towards non-instrumental support. Recent surveys

frequently conceptualise family involvement as instrumental support, such as the

amount of help with homework. However, as many contributions in this special issue

highlight, immigrant parents develop alternative strategies of involvement that should

be subject to future survey research (e.g. mobilising non-familial resources or the sig-

nificance of parental aspirations). Moreover, our collection of papers provides evidence

for the advantage of studying the importance of other family agents that significantly

influence the schooling processes by children of immigrants, beyond their parents.

Amongst them, older siblings seem to be of particular importance. We therefore sug-

gest that future (survey based) studies should include measures of siblings’ involvement

in school related issues for the second-generation (beyond just the number of siblings

in families). At the same time, we also think it is useful to supplement quantitative

findings with results from qualitative follow-up interviews. In other words, mixed-

methods research designs seem to be of great advantage when investigating the correl-

ation between types of family involvement and the educational success by children of

immigrants. Alternative strategies of involvement, such as notional or emotional sup-

port by immigrant parents, are oftentimes hard to examine through standardised sur-

vey items. Instead, as convincingly shown in the contribution by Moguérou & Santelli,
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Rezai et al. or Keskiner in this special issue, follow-up interviews with survey respon-

dents might help to uncover specific mechanisms by those who have overcome barriers

and achieved educational success.

Second, there is a great deal of research to be done in Europe to bring alternative

strategies of involvement by immigrant families to the fore. As stressed above, one key

finding of this volume is that almost all immigrant groups across all countries and cities

developed some sort of compensation strategies to support their children against their

drawbacks of barriers to involvement. These alternative means of involvement range

from non-instrumental supportive behaviour by parents to the involvement of other

significant family members, such as older siblings. We suggest further that the influ-

ence of (older) siblings as well as alternative activities of family involvement should also

become a major aspect when theorising divergent educational pathways by children of

immigrants. We feel that the role of siblings is a major omission in the current litera-

ture on social mobility by the second-generation and that forthcoming studies would

greatly benefit from such an extension especially when discussing upward mobility. Fu-

ture studies in Europe would also profit from investigating in how far ethnic communi-

ties and their members are a safety net for immigrant parents to gain resources that are

not available in the family home, but might facilitate upward mobility and education

success of their children. For example, as shown by Zhou and colleagues for the US

(Zhou, 1997; Zhou & Kim, 2006) or recently by Fleischmann et al. (2011) for Belgium,

ethnic communities might strengthen parental involvement and support parental ef-

forts to secure their children’s educational success3.

Finally, cross-national comparisons raise questions about the significant relevance of

different parental involvement policies by educational governments which have been a

central concern for in the integration of minority youths. In many European countries

and cities, the policy expectation is that parents can act as partners in reinforcing the

learning of schools, or, what has been called the ‘continuity between home and schools’

(Lovelace & Wheeler, 2006; Ogbu, 1992). We think that comparative work is essential

to unpack the effect of different national or local parental involvement policies which

might also contribute to cross-national differences in outcomes by children of immi-

grants. For instance, it seems likely that one way process policies, in which schools

making demands on parents to get involved, will lead to disadvantages for children of

immigrants because immigrant parents are more likely to experience barriers to in-

volvement (e.g. problems with language) and thus to reactive behaviour by immigrant

parents. By linking empirical findings on family involvement and educational success

by children of immigrants with the respective policies in place, we believe that cross-

national differences will become clearer.

Endnotes
1There has been a long standing trajectory of studies conducted in the U. S. on par-

ental involvement and engagement since the relationship of parents particularly to

schooling has been earmarked by federal policies in closing the achievement gap be-

tween minorities and mainstream students, and in particular the case of Latinos in

the U. S.
2The notion of parental support is a much larger construct than parental involve-

ment, as it is generally conceptualised as the level of acceptance or warmth that
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parents express toward their children (Bean, Barber, & Crane, 2006) and the percep-

tion that parents are actively engaged in the parenting process. It includes therefore

also parenting styles.
3However, whether the ethnic community serves as source or trap depends largely

on its institutional structure and the level of socioeconomic resources available

among community members.
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