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Chapter one

Introduction

The hallway is empty, but a rumbling of voices behind closed 
doors foretells the commotion that will spill out once the bell sig-
nals the end of class. For now, the grey stone floors are visible, 
seemingly caving inwards from years of heavy use. Tiny specs 
of silver in the decorative gradation give way to the naked ce-
ment, funnelling into the most frequented centimetres treaded 
by generations of learners and teachers. Murky yellow and dull 
beige walls are reminders of another era. Next to the doorframe 
of room 8D, a massive hole, yet to be repaired, commemorates a 
moment of uncontrolled emotional force. The door to 7B opens, a 
hand appears through the gap and behind it, the ordered chaos 
of a math class becomes visible. “Shut the door, Amir!” “But I’m 
done, and I have to go to the bathroom.” “Shut the door now!” 
The door closes as the voices become indistinct again. Closed-off 
classrooms set the boundaries of the fragile stillness demarcated by 
cement and wood. The undeniable shrillness of Lara, the teacher 
from 7A, commands a student to get back to her seat. Lara’s voice 
penetrates even cement walls at a threatening pitch that demands 
obedience. There is a moment of calm before a shriek erupts with a 
sudden scuffling of furniture behind the walls of 7A. The door flies 
open and Lara commands Omar into the hallway: “We’ll discuss 
after class!” Only a few minutes until the bell. Omar exits, hesi-
tates, then goes back to the door, peeks in and waves to his friends. 
“Omar, out!” He brings a little life to the dim hallway until, less 
than a minute later, the scuffling of four feet becomes audible. 
Two girls appear giggling, one holding the corner of her black 
headscarf, which has come undone. Using the weight of her body, 
she opens the door to the girls’ bathroom and they both disappear. 
Omar fidgets by the door and then goes back inside 7A. Again, the 
hallway returns to the stillness of anticipation.
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This description of an ethnographic moment captures many instances 
that I spent within a primary and a secondary school in the district of 
Neukölln, in Berlin, Germany. During my research, if I was not in one 
of the classrooms, I often held this view of the hallway while waiting for 
students and teachers who participated in this research to finish class. 
The scene not only provides a glimpse into the physical and social space 
of the schooling environment—an old school building hosting a large 
population of children of migrants who practice Islam—it also provides 
a starting point for exploring what this hallway, and the greater school 
context, signified in the lives of the students and their families. Many 
of the students came from low-income families, and as I will show, how 
they shaped their aspirations and encountered obstacles in moving toward 
these aspirations lay within, but also beyond the school walls. The scene, 
furthermore, captures the very approach of this research: a focus on the 
immediate present and the interlocutors’ observable actions and reactions 
to unfolding circumstances. By focusing on the present, I am able to high-
light how social and structural elements interact and at times entangle, 
push or coerce students and their families into educational choices that 
influence future aspirations and educational trajectories. How students 
like Omar valued his education, and how he interlinked his positioning 
and actions toward his aspirations, thereby stands central in the coming 
chapters. Using such an approach, I can shed light on how everyday prac-
tices within the shifting social and systemic formations contribute to the 
reiteration or resistance of low levels of education and social marginaliza-
tion across generations.

Plenty of research investigating educational outcomes and social 
mobility of migrants in Germany has shown that poverty, low levels of 
education and social marginalization are difficult to escape across the gen-
erations. While much of this research has focused on the structural factors 
in the tiered education system (e.g. Quenzel & Hurrelmann, 2010), there 
is still a lack of understanding of what influences students and their fami-
lies in schooling decisions, what obstacles they encounter and what shapes 
prospects across contexts such as school, home, friends and communities. 
This dissertation therefore offers perspectives on how movements in un-
certain circumstances influence intergenerational trends. By focusing on 
intergenerational trends, I am able to investigate the reproduction of a 
phenomenon—namely, low levels of education and social marginaliza-
tion—across generations. While I acknowledge the past as being influen-
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tial, I show how educational choices as well as prospects and dreams are 
not simply made; rather, they are a process of constant exchange with the 
available information emitted within a given environment. In each of the 
following chapters, I show that various and multiple sources of influence 
impact how people move in challenging and uncertain circumstances. 
I focus especially on contexts and influences of family, neighbourhood, 
school environment and system and sociopolitical sphere. I will show how 
these differing contexts and influences profoundly impact how the chil-
dren of migrants seek to position themselves in the present and toward 
imaginable futures. My research thereby aims to shed light on how, de-
spite the opening of structural opportunities, the children of migrants are 
embedded in a host of extant sociopolitical processes preventing them 
from seizing pathways toward escaping social marginalization and low 
levels of education. By understanding what is truly at stake in their every-
day lives, it is possible to see realistically how to improve the prospects of 
those growing up in social and economic marginalization. This disserta-
tion thereby answers the following research question: 

How do the children of migrants living in Neukölln navigate social 
vulnerabilities, and how do their tactics and strategies enable or impede 

reiteration across the generations?

I approach this question by exploring what matters most for children and 
their families as they try to position themselves toward promising futures. 
By distinguishing tactics and strategies, I am specifically looking at how 
power differentials act on young people within various contexts. While 
I expand on these ideas later, I will briefly mention here that strategies 
allow anticipation of the future and the ability to change situations, while 
tactics are the short-term responses without the ability to influence the 
immediate environment (de Certeau 1988). I thereby focus on how dif-
ferent actualizations of agency (Vigh 2009), through strategies and tactics, 
are adapted to shifting environments and according to how social forces 
are experienced, anticipated and imagined. 

My focus on children’s navigation of the pathways that influence 
intergenerational reiteration places the relevance of this research at an 
intersection between psychological anthropology, migration studies and 
education sciences. This multidisciplinary lens is reflected in my peer-re-
viewed publications, which the following four chapters were originally 
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published as. These include a book chapter in an edited volume about 
qualitative research on refugee, migration and integration in Germany, as 
well as articles in Sociology of Education, the Journal of Refugee Studies 
and Transcultural Psychiatry. As standalone pieces, each chapter contains 
its own theory and methods sections as well as background and contextual 
information. Presented as a whole, the theoretical notions on intergener-
ational trends and child agency are the foundation uniting the articles as 
a dissertation. Before delving into the theoretical notions, I will briefly 
contextualize the research within the district of Berlin-Neukölln and the 
greater sociopolitical reception of migrants in Germany. 

From district statistics to ethnographic interpolations
Both the primary and the secondary schools where this research took 
place are situated in the northern part of the district of Neukölln. The 
area has a long history of social marginalization of migrant communi-
ties and intergenerational transmission of poverty, welfare use, low edu-
cation and high crime levels. The district’s statistics are one reason pol-
iticians and the media have deemed it the “rock bottom” (“Schlußlicht”) 
(Bezirksamt Neukölln, 2016, p. 21) of Berlin’s social and education-
al dilapidation. Of Berlin’s 12 districts, Neukölln hosts some of the 
highest numbers of migrants (42.2%), with the majority living in the 
densely populated northern part, where migrant density is 50% and,  
in some neighbourhoods, as high as 65% (Bezirksamt Neukölln, 2016, 
p. 13). The largest groups of migrants are from within the European 
Union, mostly from Bulgaria, Italy, Poland and Romania (collectively 
38.5%), followed by Turkey (27.3%) and Arab countries (10.2%). In to-
tal, residents representing over 160 nationalities live in the district, with 
people possessing varying residency statuses, rights and access to services 
and employment. 

 A closer look into city statistics shows how social welfare and 
social mobility are especially unfavourable for those with, what German 
statisticians have come to call, “a migration background” (“Migrationshin-
tergrund”). While I further elaborate on this label in the “A note on termi-
nology” section, it is worth mentioning here that “a migration background” 
is a blanket term within the national statistics for anyone who since World 
War II has migrated to Germany and their descendants (see Microcensus, 
2016). Unemployment among this group in Neukölln is twice as high 
as among those without a migration background (Bezirksamt Neukölln, 
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Hahn, 2005

2016, p. 22). Moreover, in a separate measurement, the unemployment 
rate for citizens without German citizenship is 22.1% (p. 22). Neukölln 
(Bezirksamt Neukölln, 2016, p. 21) exhibits the grimmest education sta-
tistics in the entire city, with 26.6% of its residents possessing low levels of 
education. Every fourth adult with a migration background has complet-
ed at most the Hauptschule (grade 9) or the Realschule (grade 10) degrees,1 
which are the lower two degrees in the tiered education system and are 
insufficient for accessing higher education. Nearly 50% of those with a 
migration background have low levels of education. The school dropout 
rate is nearly twice as high in this district than others, with one in five 
students not graduating (Bezirksamt Neukölln, 2016, p. 21). Citywide, a 
disproportionate and increasing number of young or repeat offenders of 
migrant background are from Neukölln, with these numbers especially 
high for those with Arab origins (Landeskriminalamt, 2014).

1. Germany’s tiered education system provides access to three different degrees: Haupt-
schulabschluss (ages 15-16), Realschulabschluss (ages 16-17) and Abitur (ages 18-19). 
While the Hauptschulabschluss and the Realschulabschluss provide access to apprentice-
ships and vocational training, only the Abitur provides access to higher education.
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Table 1: Berlin-Neukölln’s socioeconomic status and education  
based on migration background and citizenship status.  
Compiled from Bezirksamt Neukölln, 2016

Neukölln 
average

Berlin 
average

Rank 
per district

Unemployed 
 •Migration background2

 •Non-citizens/refugees3

 •Without migration background

13.7%
19.7%
22.1%
10.0%

10.0%
16.7%
17.9%
7.8%

2
2
2
2

Unemployment benefits (<65 years)
 •Non-citizens/refugees 

28.5%
39.7%

19.4%
29.1%

1
1

At threat of falling into poverty
 •Migration background
 • Non-citizens/refugees
 •Without migration background

21.5%
32.9%
35.4%
12.9%

14.0%
25.8%
29.3%
9.8%

1
2
4
3

Child poverty 50.2% 32.1% 1

Low education levels
 •Migration background
 •Non-citizens/refugees   
 •Without migration background

26.6%
47.7%
54.0%
15.4%

15.5%
33.6%
33.6%
10.5%

1
1
1
2

School dropouts 21.3% 11.9% -

2. In the note on terminology section, I discuss what these terms signify. For the pur-
pose of these statistics, Bezirksamt Neukölln uses definitions from Germany’s Micro-
census (2016): those with a migration background (Migrationshintergrund) comprise 
people with foreign roots (independent of country of birth); the children of those who 
have migrated to Germany who have German or foreign passports; people born in 
Germany who are naturalized and people born in Germany who have German citizen-
ship and whose parents have a migration background.
3. Those without a German passport are not considered German, according to Article 
116 of the Germany constitution, which defines “German” as someone “who possesses 
German citizenship or who has been admitted to the territory of the German Reich 
within the boundaries of 31 December 1937 as a refugee or expellee of German ethnic 
origin or as the spouse or descendant of such person [and] to former German citizens 
who, between 30 January 1933 and 8 May 1945, were deprived of their citizenship on 
political, racial or religious grounds and their descendants shall, on application, have 
their citizenship restored” (Deutscher Bundestag 2020, p. 116).
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While these district statistics provide some perspective on the social chal-
lenges within intergenerational trends, numbers only reveal a fraction of 
what is at play; what matters are the true situations of the people repre-
sented by the numbers (Adams, 2016, p. 48). In other words, for an an-
thropologist, these statistics, rather than provide answers, raise questions: 
Why does citizenship carry such a heavy weight vis-à-vis educational suc-
cess? What are the influences that lead young people, especially Arabs, to 
choose crime over education? And what are the sociopolitical processes 
that lead to Neukölln’s poor success rates in education for the children 
and grandchildren of migrants? My aim is to let stories of the students 
and their families do the “heavy lifting” (Adams, 2016, p. 48) in creating 
evidence of what is at stake in their lives; this is something these statistics 
cannot provide. I thereby look at failure or success by analysing the actual 
interactions in contexts that shape opportunities and contribute to stu-
dents’ achievements over time.

Situating the research: Germany’s late and hesitant reception of 
its “foreigners”
Part and parcel to understanding these statistics and the social effects at 
play is to situate them in Germany’s sociopolitical modes of reception to-
ward migrants and immigration since World War II. While the following 
chapters detail the historical sociopolitical processes, I note that Germa-
ny’s longstanding refusal to adopt proactive integration policies, coupled 
with economic marginalization and societal intolerance toward migrants, 
negatively influenced migrants’ experiences and encouraged their hesitan-
cy to feel at home in Germany. For over four decades, between 1949 and 
1998, the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) imagined itself an “organ-
ic, ethno-national community” (Mushaben, 2017, p. 517). The FRG relied 
on jus sanguinis (right of blood) for citizenship, and in combination with 
German asylum and alien laws, created persistent forms of sociopolitical 
exclusion for millions of migrants, reinforced within separatist ideologies 
of “foreignness” (Mushaben, 2010). Such an approach was complicated by 
the fact that Germany had experienced mass immigration since World 
War II. Between 1950 and 1973, Germany accepted 14 million low-
skilled guest workers, mostly from rural Turkey, but also from countries 
such as Greece, Italy, Morocco, Tunisia and Yugoslavia. While the state 
intended for them to return, 3 million decided to make Germany their 
permanent home (BPB, 2021). Family reunification of the guest work-
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ers, coupled with an influx of refugees from global conflict zones, result-
ed in nearly 6 million migrants (BPB, 2021) living in Germany by the 
late 1990s without the right to vote and without any political or policy 
recognition or state efforts to integrate migrants. Instead of focusing on 
integration, German media and political discourses were dominated by 
fears of being “overrun” by foreigners. Only in 1998, with the election of 
Gerhard Schröder, was there official recognition of immigration’s impact 
on German society. His inaugural speech set a new tone.

The reality has taught us […] that Germany has undeni-
ably undergone irreversible immigration […] The migrants 
who are working here, who are legally residing in Germany, 
paying taxes and respecting our laws have been told for too 
long that they are only guests. The reality is that they have 
become fellow citizens. (Schröder as cited in Hell, 2005, p. 
95; my translation)

Schröder’s election ushered Germany into a phase of accepting its mi-
grant population and setting new goals toward integration (Geißler, 
2014). The first decade of the 2000s, when the participants of my research 
were babies, toddlers and young children, was more successful in further-
ing integration efforts than the 40 years prior (SVR, 2009, p. 4). Unlike 
their parents or even older siblings, they became the first to benefit from 
proactive immigration policies, such as the 1999 citizenship law permit-
ting dual citizenship for young migrants4 and shifting the notion of “be-
ing German” from an inherited attribute to one that could be claimed 
(Foroutan, 2019). 

Further changes marked additional opportunities for the children of 
migrants coming of age in Germany. In 2007, Chancellor Angela Merkel in-
troduced the National Integration Plan (NIP), which committed Germany 
to social inclusion as a national priority. Germany’s new “welcoming culture”5 

 was manifested in policy changes, such as the 2012 approval for recog-
nizing foreign degrees; the 2011 change in legislation to entitle young 

4. Young migrants had until their 21st birthday to choose which citizenship to keep. 
This age limitation was later lifted and dual citizenship became possible.
5. The term “welcoming culture” was first used in 2010 vis-à-vis recruiting highly 
skilled labor, but starting in 2012, was expanded to include refugees, their access to la-
bor and EU refugee policies. Furthermore, it became a catch phrase to promote helping 
refugees during the 2015 “refugee crisis” (Laubenthal, 2019, p. 418).
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migrants who attended German secondary school to their own work per-
mits; the 2014 allowance for more freedom of movement for asylum ap-
plicants after four months (e.g. letting children of applicants accompany 
their peers on class trips); the 2014 waiting period reduction to start work 
after four months instead of five years; and since August 2015, residency 
for “well-integrated” refugees who were on toleration status—temporary 
protection for rejected asylum seekers—for over eight years. Additionally, 
since the 2001 “PISA shock”—from OECD assessment results revealing 
Germany to be the OECD country with the least social mobility for the 
lowest social classes, especially people with a migration background—in-
dividual states began undertaking school reforms to accommodate their 
diverse social and cultural population and to increase equality (OECD, 
2021). 

While policy and governmental changes provided new opportuni-
ties of citizenship and forms of belonging, the negative social responses 
to Germany’s ever-growing migrant—and especially Muslim—popula-
tion has continuously presented challenges for migrants. Public debates 
around the role of Germany’s own leading culture (Leitkultur) and con-
templations around the practical execution as well as the failure of Ger-
man multiculturalism have again challenged ideas of Zusammenleben6 

 (“living together”). Debates ignited following Social Democratic Party 
(SPD) politician Thilo Sarrazin’s 2010 publication of Germany Abolishes 
Itself (Deutschland schafft sich ab). The bestselling book declared immi-
grants, especially Muslims, as a cause for weakening German society as 
well as undermining social cohesion. While the book was considered by 
many to be a racist manifesto and Sarrazin was forced to resign from his 
political position, his ideas were widely supported. A survey conducted by 
the Friedrich Ebert Foundation (Decker, Weißmann, Kiess, & Brähler, 
2010) revealed widespread antidemocratic and racist views amongst cit-
izens, present even before Sarrazin’s book. The survey revealed extensive 
Islamophobia, as well as 30% of respondents believing that Germany was 
“overrun” by foreigners (Decker et al., 2010). It corroborated that “the 

6. In 2010, Merkel publicly recognized the failure of multiculturalism (Multikulti), 
saying: “And of course, the approach [to build] a multicultural [society] and to live side-
by-side and to enjoy each other... has failed, utterly failed” (as cited in Evans, 2010). 
CSU leader Horst Seehofer also stated that it was “obvious that immigrants from dif-
ferent cultures like Turkey and Arab countries, all in all, find it harder to integrate,” 
that “Multikulti is dead” (Evans, 2010) and that Germany had no more room for “alien 
cultures” (Muehe, 2010).
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problem of right extremism affects all social classes, generations and 
regions and requires the engagement of all social and political efforts” 
(Decker et al., 2010, pp. 5-6; own translation). Statistics turned up re-
sults such as 55.4% of those surveyed agreed with the statement “Arabs 
make me uncomfortable” (as compared to 44.2% in 2003); 58.4% wanted 
to prohibit Muslim religious practices, though that figure was as high as 
75.7% in the former eastern states of the German Democratic Republic 
(GDR). These results offer a stark view of German societal problems and 
political challenges. Xenophobia is furthermore recognized as an issue 
within law enforcement, with human rights watch organizations such as 
Amnesty International (2004, 2010) raising red flags on racial discrimina-
tion and excessive violence by the German police force. However, the re-
ception of migrants has regional variability, and can be seen in the uneven 
distribution of migrants. Approximately 95% of migrants continue to live 
in the former western states, and only 5% in the former GDR (Mikrozen-
sus 2016). This differentiation is based on differing immigration regimes 
between the eastern and western states prior to unification as well as on-
going anti-immigrant reception in the former eastern states. 

While migrant reception hesitancy remains endemic, in the last 
two decades Germany has hastened its pace of acceptance in political and 
policy approaches to immigration and migrants within its borders. How 
such a shift is understood and acted upon in the microworlds of migrants 
and their children, who are now able to seize new futures, remains to be 
fully understood. This tension between the opening of opportunities and 
persistent ill social reception are what I explore as the factors that influ-
ence the ability to break the intergenerational cycle of social vulnerabili-
ties. This tension illuminates the push and pull factors that influence the 
seizing or rejecting of opportunities through education. 

Migrant families in contexts of social marginalization 
Growing up in poverty and within marginalized neighbourhoods can 
have lifelong and intergenerational consequences on wellbeing. Plenty of 
research has shown that children from poor families do less well than chil-
dren from higher-income families. Chaudry and Wimer’s (2016) review 
of the evidence on the effects of poverty and low income on children’s de-
velopment and wellbeing shows that poverty and low income are causally 
related to worse child development, especially affecting health status, cog-
nitive development and educational outcomes. Additional evidence has 
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shown that there is “something else” influencing these outcomes, which 
could be a range of factors, including parenting skills, education and the 
influence of social context (Chaudry & Wimer, 2016). This “something 
else” becomes visible when evaluating how children experience their im-
mediate environments, such as home and school, and how this impacts 
their worldview and shapes their prospects. How children learn to in-
terpret their positioning and environment, and what causes reproduction 
across generations, is also shaped by what transpires on the family level. 
This includes work habits, learning orientations and parenting practic-
es and styles, as well as prevailing cultural norms, values and attitudes 
(Bourdieu & Passeron, 2000). While this research focuses more broadly 
on how the context of the family influences navigational choices, eth-
nographic research, such as Lareau’s (2003), provides valuable insights 
into how social class influences a social logic of parenting, which then 
causes a reproduction of social class across generations. Her findings, 
based in the United States, revealed that middle-class parents’ childrear-
ing method is “concerted cultivation” (actively fostering development of 
children’s skills, interests and behaviours) as opposed to poor and work-
ing-class families’ “accomplishment of natural growth” (focusing on pro-
viding for children’s physical needs, such as clothing, food and housing)7. 
 In other words, differences in class and familial environment provide 
variable sets of evaluating and understanding life occurrences and oppor-
tunities. 

In Germany, migrant families are at a heightened risk of living in 
poverty, thus putting them at greater risk for physical and mental health 
challenges (Lelkes, 2007; BPB, 2020). Additionally, migrants frequently 
face discrimination and social marginalization, which exacerbates mental 
health and social functioning (Aichberger et al., 2015). While much has 
been understood about causal relations that impact wellbeing across gen-
erations among families living in poverty, much remains to be understood 
about how specific family contexts influence everyday experiences or how 
children understand, act, react and manoeuvre to escape these forces.

7. Lareau (2003) additionally found that middle-class parents used complex vocabu-
lary and had the ability to express criticism and intervene on behalf of their children, 
whereas working-class parents talked with their children less frequently and experi-
enced dependence and a sense of powerlessness.
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Intergenerational pathways on different ecological levels 
To understand how intergenerational trends are shaped and broken, it 
helps to briefly dive into how and in what ways intergenerational trans-
mission takes shape. Anthropology has long been interested in intergen-
erational processes, primarily by looking at how “culture” is passed on. 
Cultural anthropology emphasizes that culture is constantly changing and 
adapting with times and social shifts (e.g. Allan, 2014). Changes can hap-
pen as cultural trends get lost or actively exchanged over time and as new 
traits are introduced through, for example, conflict or migration (mass 
or smaller). A great example documenting societal shifts as the result of 
conflict is Dickson-Gómez’s (2002) ethnographic research in post-war El 
Salvador. She offers insights into how a traumatized worldview was in-
tergenerationally transmitted in much the same way as cultural beliefs. By 
identifying implicit and explicit mechanisms, she shows how children took 
on their parents’ trauma and reinforced a torn social fabric in a post-civil 
war setting. Implicit mechanisms were indirect and non-discursive mech-
anisms—such as loneliness, grief, distrust, idioms of distress, psycholog-
ical distress, feelings of discrimination and tears in the social fabric that 
cannot easily be voiced—that are passed from parents to children through 
forms of what could resemble “radioactivity” (Dickson-Gómez, 2002, p. 
416). Explicit mechanisms took place in the form of gossip, accusations, 
verbal and physical violence, lies, envy, narratives as well as reactions to 
and explanations of everyday events. Implicit and explicit mechanisms are 
inherently linked and influence each other within daily interactions and 
the wellbeing of individuals. Expanding on the ideas of Dickson-Gómez, 
I want to highlight what ethnographic research helps make observable: 
what is being transmitted, and how, is constantly unfolding and in inter-
action between actors and environments, requiring constant adjustments. 

Various fields of research have contributed to understanding how 
intergenerational transmission takes place. For example, psychology (and 
specifically developmental psychology) and genetics (and specifically epi-
genetics) have shown how children can become witnesses to their parents’ 
trauma, which affects them as individuals through consequences such as 
biological alterations8, mental health, worldviews and familial and socie-
tal relations (Weingarten, 2004, p. 49). Education sciences and sociology 

8. For example, Yehuda, Hallig and Grossman (2001) showed how Holocaust survivors 
had lowered cortisol levels as a result of trauma, which were passed down to their chil-
dren, despite the children never having been exposed to the direct trauma.
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have provided insight into how structural restrictions, such as tiered and 
segregated educational systems, can hinder intergenerational social mo-
bility for those from lower classes (e.g. Maaz, Trautwein, Lüdtke, & Bau-
mert, 2008; Quenzel & Hurrelmann, 2010). These brief mentions here 
of fundamental influences from various interlinking, inseparable forces 
reveal the challenges to examining all the possible processes affecting in-
tergenerational reiteration of social vulnerabilities. Such an examination 
would include multiple fields and methods that range from, for example, 
examining the interactions between genetic influences, interpersonal re-
lationships, parenting practices and family stressors as well as community 
structures and disturbances, national reception and suppression of cultures 
(Kirmayer, Gone, & Moses, 2014). Yet, instead of being comprehensive, 
my research contributes to understanding a particular phenomenon: how 
situations, relationships and reception shape intergenerational trends. I 
thereby take a different stance than research on intergenerational trans-
mission from, for example, a psychological or educational-science per-
spective of intergenerational trends that focus on how the past shapes 
the present and future directions. By focusing on present situations and 
how young people navigate them, I specifically look at how young people 
are influenced and moulded by structures and environmental forces that 
are shaped and reshaped by previous generations and in what ways they 
influence their current and future predicaments. Such a focus is intended 
to provide new insights into identifying both obstacles and the chosen 
pathways around these obstacles that contribute to reiteration of social 
vulnerabilities across the generations. Within this dissertation, obstacles 
are defined as barriers to being able to seize opportunities through edu-
cation; pathways are the ways of navigating when confronted with, and 
moving within or around, the given obstacles. I recognize my findings as 
part of a complex web of influences that act on individuals and societies. 
Moreover, I aim to contribute to furthering the understanding of how 
children’s life worlds are influenced by external forces and re-imagined by 
individual actions, reactions and interpretations.

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological model
Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model was particularly helpful in 
identifying the different forces affecting the children of migrants as 
they come of age in Neukölln (see diagram). The model consists of in-
terconnected elements. In the centre are individual characteristics such 
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as gender, coping strategies, 
ideological commitments, 

religious beliefs, intel-
ligence and creativity. 

The microsystems 
are the immediate 
environments of 
the developing 
child and en-
compass face-to-
face interactions 
in spaces such as 

school, family and 
ne ighbourhood. 

The mesosystem are 
linkages between two 

or more microsystems, 
such as family and peers. The 

exosystem is composed of settings 
where the child is not present, but it affects 

them indirectly, such as legal services or a parent’s workplace. The mac-
rosystem is the societal blueprint enacted through the political, cultural 
or subcultural overarching patterns that shape the customs, lifestyles, op-
portunity structures and life course options. Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 
model merely served two purposes within this dissertation: 1) ordering 
my field observations and identifying the different layers of forces at play 
in the lives of children of migrants, while also showing the interdepen-
dence of the layers; and 2) structuring my analysis and this dissertation 
into a cohesive whole. My use of the ecological model is thus as a guide 
rather than a rigorous application of the framework.

Child agency amidst intergenerational trends 
The focus on how and whether intergenerational trends are reproduced 
or resisted emphasizes the role of agency in how individuals act, react 
and respond to what they are confronted with, whether as a one-time im-
pactful occurrence or persistent mechanisms in their immediate environ-
ment. While intergenerational transmission can be seen as the children’s 
acquisition and acceptance of parental or cultural values (Trommsdorff, 
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2009, p. 131), transmission is not a rigid process (Kirmayer et al., 2014; 
Schönpflug, 2009). Children, just like adults, are active participants in 
their environment and thereby either contribute to or resist intergener-
ational reiteration. Shifts can occur within multiple socio-ecological set-
tings, such as within families, when the younger generation either rejects 
or changes the content of the transmission. Shifts can also occur through 
parental trauma, migration or a rupture in the family or tear in the social 
fabric (Tol, Song, & Jordans, 2013). Such shifts influence the intensity of 
transmission, which can range from exact transmission to complete fail-
ure, between generations (Schönpflug & Bilz, 2009). 

This variable agency is rooted in how the children are positioned 
in relation to their parents or grandparents. I use the term “children of 
migrants” to signify generational order as well as how intergenerational 
mechanisms and agency play out within the social categories of “adult-
hood” and “childhood.” Alanen (2009) and Esser, Baader, Betz, and Hun-
gerland (2016) argue that generational order assists in understanding 
childhood agency within socially constructed ideas of social order. By 
recognizing the ongoing social construction of children and adults as cat-
egories, we can “analyse the discourses and practices in which different 
positions, forms of authority, responsibilities and access to resources are 
distributed across generations” (Esser et al., 2016, p. 7). Generational dif-
ferences such as those found across children, parents and teachers cannot 
be evaluated independently; instead, they need to be seen as intrinsically 
interconnected with relational processes, which co-inspire and influence 
bi-directionally (Bollig & Kelle, 2016; Esser, 2016). At the same time, 
by recognizing these separate categories, I am careful not to mask differ-
ent forms of power relations and marginalization that certain parents and 
children face (Vandenbroeck & Bouverne-de Bie, 2006). Through ethno-
graphic documentation, I contextualize the children, as well as adults, as 
influential meaning-makers, embedded within the greater sociopolitical 
contexts that affect gender, ethnicity and social status. 

The concept of social navigation allows such an analysis by situ-
ating shifts as being influenced by external forces and internal motives. 
Social navigation is applied when referring to “how people act in diffi-
cult or uncertain circumstances and in describing how they disentangle 
themselves from confining structures, plot their escapes and move towards 
better positions” (Vigh, 2009, p. 419). In this way, social navigation pro-
vides an analytical lens through which to look at how children act, react 
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and do in everyday life and how they are influenced by multiple forces. 
The concept thereby highlights the interactivity between actors moving 
and interacting with a social world and institutions that, just like them, 
are equally shifting, adjusting and moving. How people socially navigate 
is most visible during hardships, for example, in unstable circumstances as 
well as situations of “social volatility and opacity,” such as war or post-war 
contexts (Vigh, 2009, p. 419). Comparatively, Neukölln might seem se-
cure, immutable and slow-moving. However, my research reveals how, in 
this neighbourhood, the everyday and the future are anything but stable. 
This becomes visible through the shifting legal and educational structures, 
sociopolitical occurrences and unstable social situations between ethnic 
groups, families and living circumstances. In this dissertation, I show how 
my interlocutors were navigating a sociopolitical world that was in con-
stant flux. This required constant reinterpretation and new tactics to move 
forward in safe, productive ways. 

Social navigation does not just consider how the past shapes pres-
ent actions, but rather also provides a perspective into how navigation is 
informed by the goals, images and horizons actors envision. Questions 
about motives behind actions can thus be explored. A motive is a need 
or desire that causes a person to act, and that something does not simply 
appear, but rather is sparked within an individual’s contexts and in inter-
action with others, spaces and things. In other words, a motive is always 
grounded in what happened in the past, how one is shaped, moved and 
motivated by prior understandings and, perhaps at times, how one is driv-
en by new insights about longstanding reiterative patterns.

The interlocutors: A note on terminology
This dissertation focuses on the children of migrants where at least one, 
if not both, parents migrated to Germany as an adult. Some of the young 
interlocutors were born in the country of origin and experienced the mi-
gration as either a baby or a young child. Of my interlocutors, many prac-
ticed Islam and came as either guest workers from Turkey, and within 
the family reunification that followed, or refugees escaping the Lebanese 
Civil War (1975-1990). While my focus is not exclusively on students of 
Muslim heritage, they represented a large portion of the student body, 
making their experiences pronouncedly inform this dissertation. 

Zetter (2007) emphasizes the instrumental nature of labelling be-
cause it explains the world as well as constructs convenient images. In 
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line with various scholars (e.g. Long, 2013; Crawley & Skleparis, 2018; 
Erdal & Oeppen, 2018) and organizations, such as the Counsel of Eu-
rope (COE) and the International Organization for Migration (IOM), 
I share a preference for an inclusivist definition of a migrant,9 which in-
cludes refugees. I use the COE definition that includes “emigrants, re-
turning migrants, immigrants, refugees, displaced persons and persons of 
immigrant background and/or members of ethnic minority populations 
that have been created through immigration” (Brander et al., 2020, 483). 
This definition emphasizes migration’s “complex and messy social real-
ities” (Crawley & Skleparis, 2018, p. 50), including social, political and 
economic drivers, which can change for affected individuals over time and 
space (Crawley & Skleparis, 2018, p. 48). Such a perspective evades bina-
ries, such as forced or voluntary (Erdal & Oeppen, 2018), and emphasizes 
the blurring of labels. At the same time, I also recognize that refugees are 
not simply migrants and face unique challenges; Refugees, as I show in 
chapter four, require consideration of what they face during migration and 
after settlement. 

Terminology also plays an important part in how migrants and 
their children are received within Germany. Many of the young people 
and their families whose voices and experiences I portray fall under the 
statistical categories of foreigners (Ausländer) or possessing a migration 
background (Migrationshintergrund) if they hold a German passport. The 
term “migration background” was coined in 2005 (and revised in 2016) 
within the Microcensus. It has received repeated criticism concerning, 
for example, the complexity of who is considered to have a migration 
background, the sustained differentiation, issues that come with non-be-
longing and ascribing the label to people without choice—sometimes 
even several generations after people’s families have migrated to Germany 
(Will, 2020). Being labelled a migrant negates access to forms of national 
belonging and justifies social marginalization and structural disadvantages 
(Foroutan, 2019). But, as Foroutan (2019) has argued, terms such as “mi-

9. While there is no universal definition of a migrant, two approaches to defining pre-
dominate: inclusivist and residualist. The inclusivist includes refugees in the category 
migrant, while the residualist definition treats migrants and refugees as separate cate-
gories; migrants are seen as those on the move but distinct from refugees. Organiza-
tions such as UNHCR use residualist definitions to highlight the fundamental differ-
ence in reasons for migration and “to maintain clarity about the causes and character 
of refugee movements and not to lose sight of the specific obligations owed to refugees 
under international law” (UNHCR, 2016).
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gration background” lose relevance when nearly one in three young fami-
lies in Germany include members with a migration background. In 2015, 
17.1 million people—21% of Germany’s population—were categorized as 
having a migration background and, of them, 9.3 million held a German 
passport (Statistisches Bundesamt, 2016, as cited in Foroutan 2019). Ap-
proximately one fourth of those with a migration background identify as 
practicing Islam (4.1 million people) and, of this group, about half held 
a German passport (estimate from 2008 in Foroutan & Canan, 2016, p. 
10). In other words, for most Germans, plurality and heterogeneity shape 
everyday life, family life included. 

In taking a close look at how sociopolitical processes interact with 
how the children of migrants navigate schooling and their environment, 
I examine the conflicts, identity discourses and sociopolitical transforma-
tions that take place after migration. Along these lines, my aim is to go 
beyond the term “migrant” and look at the assemblage of factors that con-
tinue to influence and at times impede children from transcending, such 
an internally and externally ascribed category through the generations. In 
depicting the structural and political context of my interlocutors, I am de-
constructing dispositions, ambiguities and positionings in the present and 
toward the future. Furthermore, to avoid external ascription of categories, 
I attempted to let my interlocutors define their own positioning, identi-
ties and sense of belonging to a particular group. However, this was not 
something I fully accomplished due to contextualizing my interlocutors 
within the greater research, which inevitably grouped them into pre-exist-
ing categories. And, as I show, my interlocutors often ascribed themselves 
to groups, at times with distain, highlighting the power of pre-existing 
and ascribed categories of difference. While my focus was on the diverse 
category of “children of migrants,” as the chapters show, this dissertation 
has a pronounced focus on students and their families who practice Islam. 
This was the result of Islam playing a central role in the lives, identities 
and forms of belonging for a high number of students in the schools. 

Research methodology
The dissertation is based on 19 months of ethnographic fieldwork in Neu-
kölln between 2013 and 2015, with brief return visits in May 2015 and 
January 2019. To understand a broad spectrum of processes affecting the 
lives and futures of the students, I expanded my research into multiple con-
texts and settings, such as neighbourhoods, family homes, special events, 
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community events and meetings. I gained access to the schools through 
an educational support program, which provided practical, financial and 
network assistance for public school facilities in northern Neukölln. For 
the program, and the local schools, how secondary schooling decisions 
were shaped and made by the students and their families, was a black box. 
Not knowing what factors influenced their secondary schooling decisions 
created challenges to reaching and providing resources to parents during 
the transition process. I thereby focused on the students and their fam-
ilies who were about to go, or had recently gone, through the schooling 
transition from primary to secondary school, which has been identified as 
a key point in transferring disadvantage—or advantage—across genera-
tions (e.g. Dumont, Maaz, Neumann, & Becker, 2014; Ermisch, Jäntti, & 
Smeeding, 2012). I further added the focus on how everyday occurrenc-
es and interactions influence the intergenerational transmission of social 
vulnerabilities such as low levels of education and social marginalization. 
This focus let me analyse how students managed everything from every-
day happenings to grand events, between school and home, and how this 
impacted their positioning toward schooling and aspirations toward the 
future. 

The ethnographic research commenced in September 2013 in the 
schools’ educational support program and following careful ethical ap-
provals from the University of Amsterdam and the Senate of Education in 
Berlin (for an elaboration on ethics, see the following chapters). The edu-
cational support program was set up by a collaboration of funders to aide a 
“mostly paralyzed public [school] system” (Thümler, 2011, p. 1099). Since 
the aforementioned “PISA shock” in 2001, the German public school sys-
tem has welcomed continuous growth of non-profit and for-profit support 
for schooling to increase development, improvement and reform of public 
schools (Thümler, 2011). A good example of such a collaboration, the ed-
ucational support program in Neukölln worked directly with local schools 
to foster inter-school and child-support networks; establish teacher train-
ings and support facilities; and fill gaps in educational guidance as well as 
student development, such as a scholarship program. Despite the support 
program’s goal to increase social mobility for students, it has no conspicu-
ous presence within this dissertation. This is because the program was not 
foremost a resource for the children and families. Instead, the program 
had an effect on families and children through assisting school staff with 
improvements of, for example, teaching platforms through practical and 
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financial support (e.g. teaching workshops, provision of teaching tools) 
as well as structural changes and resource networks (e.g. implementation 
of whole-day schooling and establishment of inter-community service 
networks for staff and students). However, the expertise and knowledge 
I gained through my close work with the program and participation in 
initiatives and weekly team meetings as well as the access I gained to key 
informants and networks were foundational to the base of every chapter 
in this dissertation. In other words, the program played a central role in 
helping me understand the past, present and future challenges to increas-
ing social mobility through education within local logistical, financial and 
social realms. Furthermore, it provided access to school staff and commu-
nity actors. 

During the 2013-2014 school year, I primarily focused on research 
in the primary school, which starts with grade one (at age six), and con-
cludes after grade six (ages 11-1310). I spent the most time with grades five 
and six, because these students would face the transition to the secondary 
levels in the near future. With the start of the school year in August 2014, 
I intensified my research in the comprehensive secondary school, which 
runs from grade seven to 13. The research followed many students from 
the primary school in the transition to the affiliated secondary school. I 
focused on the two classes with the majority of students that had transi-
tioned from the primary school, also gaining permission from most of the 
new students and their parents. Additionally, several follow-up interviews 
with students who attended other schools, provided insight into how 
schooling choices and trajectories took shape in other schools. 

First in the primary school and later in the secondary school, I 
became a constant presence and conducted participant observation in a 
wide array of spaces (classrooms, hallways and the schoolyard) and school 
activities (teacher, parent-teacher and social worker meetings, parent 
breakfasts, intervention sessions, student initiatives and class excursions). 
Observations within the school gave me an understanding of friendships, 
bullying and teacher-student relationships. It also gave me an understand-
ing of how students socially navigated and positioned themselves in rela-
tion to peers and school staff and chose to use resources such as scholar-
ship programs, student initiatives and leadership opportunities. 

10. The age of transition to secondary school varies greatly because some children skip 
a grade while others must repeat a grade.
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My own curiosity and constant presence led to a teacher asking me 
to conduct what we came to call an “identity project” with her grade eight 
class. Teaching European history, she sought help finding a way to get 
her students, all children of migrants, to be interested in the material. To 
understand their stories and to understand what was important to them, 
we conducted a multiclass project, where students taught us about their 
lives, interests and future perspectives through various activities, questions 
and discussions. The results are elaborated in chapter two. 

I also conducted over 90 semi-structured recorded interviews with 
students and an array of school staff, such as the principal, teachers and 
social workers. Interviews with students were usually between 20 and 
45 minutes. They covered topics regarding home life; what shaped their 
schooling decisions and future aspirations; what role their parents played 
in their schooling; who their role models were; how they felt at school 
and about spaces they liked or avoided; their interests; and what resourc-
es they used if they encountered difficulties. In some instances, I let the 
students choose whether they wanted to be interviewed alone or in pairs. 
Some were too shy to be interviewed alone; in other circumstances, I re-
alized how other relevant data emerged when I interviewed students in 
pairs, such as their positioning in relation to the 2015 terror attacks on the 
Charlie Hebdo Paris headquarters, which revealed itself as a critical event 
within the research (for details, see chapter five). I interviewed many stu-
dents at least twice throughout the research period to gain their pre- and 
post-school transition perspectives and their positionings in relation to 
school, national or global events. The interviews during my return visit to 
the school, in the spring of 2019, were eye-opening as I followed up with 
my interlocutors, and saw who—and how few—had continued into the 
school’s upper levels. 

To collect school staff ’s perspectives and experiences, I conduct-
ed participant observation in teacher, social worker and parent-teacher 
meetings, school events and a work retreat that I attended with a group 
of teachers and social workers. Participant observation, in combination 
with many informal conversations and semi-structured interviews with 
the school staff, gave me perspectives on progress in and challenges to 
past, present and future happenings. Furthermore, they gave insight into 
individual students’ home and school lives as well as administrative and 
organizational efforts to increasing social mobility. I additionally attend-
ed inter-school meetings and meetings uniting multiple community or-
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ganizations and actors and local schools. Collectively, these perspectives 
provided understanding of how students and parents interact and socially 
navigate the education system and its resources.

Researching how agency influences intergenerational trends re-
quires an examination of the social spaces in, but also beyond, the school. 
This permits a look at how people “disentangle themselves from confining 
structures” (Vigh, 2009, p. 419). Understanding how students and their 
families navigate socially, furthermore, requires examining how they po-
sition themselves in different social spaces and how different forces act 
and move them in particular ways. Joint ventures I participated in with 
students, and at times with older siblings, included going out for meals or 
snacks, attending a Christmas fair, chilling in parks, visiting homes and 
families, attending family events (e.g. a wedding) and walking with four 
students for a photo project. The photo project became part of a student 
scholarship program, and the participants were three girls (ages 11, 13 
and 15) and one boy (age 15). For the project, I walked around the neigh-
bourhood with pairs of students, while they took photos and explained 
where and how they moved around and where they would buy food and 
hang out with friends and family. They also documented the places they 
feared, considered dirty or avoided. Such explorations contributed insight 
into how gender influenced the social navigation of neighbourhoods and 
public versus private spaces.

Mothers and families
Understanding how generations worked and the links between home and 
school was enabled by my attending parent breakfasts, home visits, parent 
initiatives and parent-teacher meetings at the primary and the second-
ary schools. Breakfasts in the secondary school were organized weekly by 
Selma, the intercultural mediator, responsible for translation and cultur-
al mediation between Turkish and Arab families and the school. Faced 
with the massive task of organization and cooking, Selma accepted my 
help with preparing these breakfasts. Most mornings, one or two mothers 
would join the preparations, and I used these opportunities to connect and 
bond with and informally interview the mothers. The majority of these 
breakfasts also had a guest visitor who would present on topics such as 
nutrition, domestic violence, cultural clubs, financial aid and support net-
works for parents.
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The attending mothers in the secondary school did not represent 
the diversity of the school population: they were generally more proficient 
in German and were more engaged in their children’s education. Many 
of the women were also relatives or had friends within the group. While 
Selma made many attempts to recruit other parents from diverse cultural 
backgrounds within the secondary school, it remained a very small group 
who actively participated. These were usually four to nine largely Turkish 
and Arab women, with others joining more sporadically or only attending 
once. 

Many home visits ensued via invitations from students or contacts 
or friendships I developed with individual mothers. However, most of the 
home visits came as a result of Selma’s networks and through the connec-
tions developed at the parent breakfasts. Because of the almost exclusive 
attendance of mothers at the breakfasts, the home visits were almost ex-
clusively with the mothers and sometimes with female relatives or friends 
who joined. These were often very lively and lengthy tea sessions, with 
younger children running around. On several occasions, parts of or the en-
tire family were present, which afforded me a wide array of data collection 
and generational perspectives. 

While I had several opportunities to interview fathers, I decided 
to decline them to maintain my close network and trust with the moth-
ers. It was unfitting for me to be seen with the men, especially when the 
mothers confided in me, including about private matters. Gossip travelled 
fast, and my trust with the mothers was bound to how, where and with 
whom I acted and interacted within my research environment. I therefore 
restricted my interaction with and data collection from fathers to family 
contexts. I made one exception that functioned independently from my 
research site: while I mostly rode my bike through the vast expanse of 
the city, I occasionally took random taxi rides to provide me the space to 
interview a range of men from Berlin’s zones of social marginalization. 
Many of the taxi drivers were husbands and fathers, or aspired to be, and 
often came from the migrant-predominant districts of Neukölln, Kreuz-
berg and Wedding. However, some taxi drivers provided another perspec-
tive, of a niche of former East Germans who at times lamented the loss of 
the communist regime and openly expressed anti-immigrant sentiments. 
In the end, nearly every taxi ride provided a vivid view into Berlin’s reality 
of social and spatial polarization.
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Throughout my research, I worked closely with Selma, who func-
tioned as a key informant and gatekeeper to many of the Arab mothers 
and families I otherwise would not have had access to. The majority of the 
families was tightly bound within family networks and did not have much 
interaction, if any, with non-migrant “Germans.” For example, one home 
visit with a mother whose extended family had a reputation for organized 
crime revealed the fears of having “strangers” enter her apartment. When 
Selma and I arrived at her door, she seemed very nervous, quickly let us 
inside and inquired whether anyone had seen us. She feared that others 
might think we were from child services. 

Some of the Arab mothers I interviewed at home spoke little to 
no German, and in those cases, Selma interpreted. Her interpretations 
formed part of my process of knowledge production and were unques-
tionably impacted by the embedded power relationships within research 
(Temple & Young, 2004). Her diverse roles and responsibilities for the 
school, the families and my research create a challenge in the data I 
collected with some of the mothers. While Selma was very trusted and 
respected by the mothers, her school employment may have caused the 
families to respond, at times, with answers that were expected rather than 
necessarily candid. While this is a research limitation, I believe Selma’s 
involvement created advantages that greatly outweighed disadvantages. 
I knew of no other person who could have granted me access to multi-
ple and otherwise unreachable families. After the interviews, we would 
debrief the home visit and she would share additional information and 
analysis, beyond language interpretation, making her an invaluable team 
partner, involved in every step of the research (Temple & Young, 2004; 
Berman & Tyyskä, 2011). Yet, Selma did not always join the home visits: 
Once rapport was established between a mother and me, I would often 
conduct a second visit alone, and if the mothers spoke enough German, I 
always attempted to make appointments without involving Selma.  

Home visits were key to understanding processes at play within 
families. The questions covered details of their family and educational his-
tory, how they felt about and experienced Neukölln and Germany and 
how they experienced the schooling and schooling transition of their chil-
dren, accessible resources and support networks. The visits also revealed 
important details about how the parents perceived the prospects of their 
children. My questions covered aspects of parents’ thoughts on important 
values or practices for their children to take on as well as perspectives of 
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what enabled or impeded their children from succeeding in education. 
Home visits revealed the role of toleration status, a temporary suspension 
from deportation issued in Germany (for details, see chapter four). This 
led to my creation of five timelines of families who had been or still were 
on toleration status, permitting an understanding of the history and tra-
jectories of the various family members. In addition, it highlighted how 
toleration status became a multi-generational ordeal. 

At the end of each interview, I permitted interlocutors to ask me 
any questions they wanted in return. I found it fair to share personal in-
formation after they had shared so much of their own stories. Most of 
the time, the questions revolved around my relationship status and my 
own educational trajectory. Both young and old reacted with surprise and 
sometimes shock about my own educational trajectory, as a PhD candi-
date in my mid-30s without propitious pay checks in sight yet hoping to 
still have children. This open reflection at the end produced the most pro-
found insights into their own values of being a youthful parent, earning 
money as soon as possible and seeing little promise in higher education. 

Collectively, these findings brought about an immense amount of 
data through typed fieldnotes as well as recorded and later transcribed 
interviews. Reviewing the material and identifying key concepts and 
questions via NVivo shaped the foundations of the following chapters. 
My return visit in 2018 was key to evaluating and double-checking my 
analysis with the students and staff. 

Positioning
I tried, as much as possible, to maintain a role as an “unusual type of 
adult” to show students I was genuinely interested in understanding 
how their inner and social worlds take shape, while not making dubi-
ous attempts to be a child (Christensen, 2004, p. 174). Such a position 
kept me in a continuous balancing act between being recognized as an 
adult by the students, while acting in a way to dodge preconceived ideas, 
connotations and practices associated with adulthood or being placed in 
adult roles such as social worker, teacher or parent. I welcomed the stu-
dents to use du, the informal way of addressing peers, family or friends 
in German (Sie is formal and what teachers required from students). 
Furthermore, I used my first name and never my last name. I also main-
tained the informal way of presenting myself to all the teachers, social 
workers and parents (but maintained a formality with the principals and 
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representatives of most affiliated organizations). I believe my consistent 
informality was welcomed and facilitated access, especially to students 
and parents. 

I also believe three personal features unexpectedly granted me eas-
ier access to my interlocutors. First, my phenotypic appearance is more 
Arab than German, which made me, as multiple interlocutors said, “one 
of them.” During my first encounters with students, I was often asked 
whether I practiced Islam so the students could situate me in relation to 
them. When I replied no, they would inquire where my parents were from 
under the assumption that I could not be German because of my darker 
features. Upon inquiry into my parents and my features, I once told Selma 
about my father’s DNA ancestry test, which I’d given him for his birthday. 
The test revealed roots in Syria as well as eastern Russia. The social worker 
from then on, despite my awkward objection, presented me to parents as 
“Syrian” and surely “one of them”—despite both my parents’ German her-
itage and identities. Second, I was classified as a foreigner once I shared 
that I was born in Germany but spent my formative years in Canada. 
Having such a position inspired a dialogue of trying to understand, dif-
ferentiate and contemplate the challenges of living in Germany—a task 
I shared with my interlocutors. Linked to this as a third point, my own 
inexperience and inaptitude with German bureaucracy likewise opened 
a more equal dialogue with parents, who were trying to figure out the 
asylum process or who were trying to figure out the challenging structures 
of the education system. I, like them, often struggled to understand its 
complexity. In fact, they often knew more than I did, empowering them 
to embed their knowledge into the researcher. 

These three factors made my position as a researcher fall some-
where between being an insider and an outsider. Having spent my child-
hood years in a small town in southern Germany, far from divided Berlin, 
and only returning to live in Germany for the research period did not 
grant me the feeling of “at homeness” as an insider with shared experienc-
es and processes of identification (Reis, 1998) with those who identified as 
German. Neither was I a full outsider. I spoke fluent German and moved 
around Berlin and Germany with relative familiarity, comfort, confidence 
and ease, having returned annually or biannually since I was a child and 
staying in regular contact with my extended family. The cultural patterns, 
expectations and codes of conduct were embedded in my family upbring-
ing and my own tactical and strategic approach to my environment. 
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Researching in violence-prone schools
How I positioned myself as an “unusual type of adult” within the schools 
may have had its influence on how and why I reacted to students and hence 
violence in particular ways. In situations of threat and violence especially, 
this positioning was challenging and ethically confronting because I had 
to shift out of my role as an unusual trusted adult and into that of a re-
sponsible adult providing protection and deescalating harmful situations. 
After experiencing conflict situations, I often reflected on how my sudden 
role as “responsible adult” could shift the dynamics between my research 
participants. As Berckmoes (2014) recognized in her research: “Acting in 
and enacting upon a conflict-prone context is to become part of that con-
text, and the effects are often uncontrollable and unpredictable” (p. 41). So 
while my intention as a researcher and fellow human was to do no harm, 
my presence and influence may have contributed to how conflict evolved. 

Such positioning and reflections were important because the daily 
tension and uncertainty due to peer and teacher-student conflicts affected 
everyone who was in close contact—students, staff and myself. My pre-
ferred seat was in the back of a classroom, where I could observe the entire 
room and the unfolding interactions. From there, I witnessed gossiping, 
conflicts and bullying, which often went unnoticed by the teacher. In mul-
tiple instances, I was confronted with having to de-escalate violence and 
twice, in the secondary school, I had to move out of the way because 
students were attacking each other. Once I took a student to a clinic after 
a violent conflict ensued with a peer. I also could not be a silent bystand-
er during two classroom incidents, and I attempted to protect students 
from being violently attacked or bullied by a group of peers. Nordstrom 
and Robben (1995) recognize violence as an intricately layered phenom-
enon, to which each witness brings their own perspective. In other words, 
testimonies can vary dramatically; my witnessing and experience, rather 
than analysing the means and motives, moved me to intensive personal 
reflection and contemplation with my supervisors on what my role as a 
researcher and adult within the school setting was. I was wrought with 
questions of self-doubt: was it my role to protect students? Would my 
intervention jeopardize my data collection? Should I have intervened 
earlier? Scheper-Hughes (1995) argues that anthropologists need to be 
more than passive “fearless spectators” (p. 419), acting as active, morally 
committed beings who are unafraid to take sides. While with the benefit 
of hindsight I may have acted differently or intervened earlier, I do know 
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that I always maintained my moral stance and what at the time seemed 
like the right position toward my interlocutors (Scheper-Hughes, 1995).

The effects of the ongoing turmoil did impact my emotional re-
sponses and my personal view on everyday violence. Following a particu-
larly chaotic and disordered class, where objects and students ended up on 
the floor or across the classroom, I wrote the following: 

I’ve started to realize that I’m becoming immune to much of 
the disorder. It’s becoming “normal” and I’m not as phased 
by it anymore. I would have definitely panicked if I’d par-
ticipated in such a chaotic, wild and disordered class in the 
first few weeks of being in the school. I’m finding that it’s 
now easier to stand back and watch the mounting energy, 
emotional overloads and everyday violence. I also know that 
I am not in danger. (field notes September 2, 2014)

Admittedly, I experienced a lot of stress to find the balance between my 
research observations and ensuring the students’ wellbeing. As Hume 
(2007) points out, as researchers, it is “important to make explicit our 
own emotional and subjective reactions to violence… and to recognize 
the individual subjectivity of the research participants, the power dynam-
ics of the research process and my role as a researcher” (p. 148). Just like 
my informants, I, as a researcher, navigated the potential for conflict and 
violence to erupt according to my own feelings of being or staying safe 
in particular social situations. As a result, with growing experiences in 
various classrooms and social settings and having noted the repeating 
tensions, I adjusted my research tactics and moved around in classrooms 
where I would not be placed in ethically compromising positions. Experi-
ence taught me which staff members I could rely on to help me keep my 
position as an unusual type of adult within the schooling environment. In 
addition, as I gained sufficient data from participant observation in class, I 
increasingly started to focus more intently on interviewing students. These 
interviews proved an effective way to break down the walls, build rapport 
and gain insight into the lives of the students who regularly caused the 
most disruptions in the classroom. 
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Chapter guide
The following chapters explore in greater depth how the children of mi-
grants living in Neukölln navigate social vulnerabilities and how their tac-
tics and strategies enable or impede reiteration across the generations. In-
formed by Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological model, they aim to provide 
insight into how actions and reactions to present circumstances influence 
intergenerational trends. 

Chapter 2, co-authored with Ria Reis, focuses on how students 
situate themselves in the microworlds—between school, tight family net-
works and neighbourhoods—during times of rapid sociopolitical change. 
We focus specifically how they socially navigate public spaces in light of 
rapid gentrification in Neukölln and feelings of discrimination in great-
er Berlin. We examine how this affects their identity formation as “for-
eigners” and shapes an ambiguous sense of belonging. We introduce the 
concept of limited navigational potential to show how young male and fe-
male students are restricted in their ability to navigate their environment 
by prevalent processes of discrimination, social control, communal gossip 
and social marginalization. The chapter shows that a limited navigational 
ability impacts the ability to form belonging in the public realm, causing 
greater pressure on schools to allow forms of belonging to shape beyond 
the family. 

Chapter 3, also co-authored with Ria Reis, examines the me-
so-level by creating the link between the home, the school and the com-
munity. We focus on how migrant mothers and their daughters navigate 
the interplay of feelings of safety and aspirations when making secondary 
schooling decisions. We show how social forces sway both mothers and 
daughters in the decision-making process, showing that, rather than being 
confident in their choices, they feel their way through a socially embedded 
process. Case vignettes specifically highlight four challenges embedded in 
schooling decisions: systematic challenges, institutional pressures, social 
pressures and navigation of risks and fears. By focusing on mothers and 
daughters we highlight the importance of mothers when it comes time 
for “school shopping”, as well as highlight the social forces that especially 
affect girls as they move through their educational trajectories. Further-
more, the chapter provides insights into why, particularly for girls, school-
ing is dependent on the proximity to home, thereby reducing the ability 
to shape new aspirations beyond migrant communities. 
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Chapter 4 unveils effects of the exo-level, namely toleration status, 
as a multigenerational ordeal with long-term consequences. A case study 
of one family seeking asylum documents their experience of living 16 
years on toleration status. Drawing on this, I show how not just the par-
ents are burdened by the insecurity, but also how their children adapt their 
tactics to survive with preoccupied parents, uncertainty and limited future 
perspectives. Tactics are employed in ways that vary between the son and 
the daughters and differ between older and younger children. Among the 
eldest especially, instead of being able to focus on opportunities enabled 
by education, these children were forced to focus on fulfilling needs and 
solving problems in the present. The chapter explicates how toleration 
status has profound effects not only on the parents, but also their children, 
with detrimental impacts on educational trajectories, sense of belonging 
and future perspectives, even after gaining residency.

Chapter 5, which is co-authored with Lidewyde Berckmoes, Joop 
de Jong and Ria Reis, analyses what is at stake for Muslim students during 
critical times of sociopolitical turmoil. By analysing their responses to the 
terror attack on Charlie Hebdo, the chapter reveals how everyday process-
es such as peer pressure, feelings of discrimination, misrepresentation and 
being misunderstood must be considered to appropriately interpret stu-
dents’ responses. The attack happened in the final month of ethnographic 
research and was a critical culminating event in the research, making the 
tensions and insecurities amidst students’ struggles to find a sense of be-
longing and rising xenophobia and social polarization explicit. The chap-
ter emphasizes the importance of evaluating the broader sociopolitical 
context of Muslims in Germany and Europe as well as the significance 
of ethnographic research to contextualize the shifting and insecure voices 
during critical moments of turmoil.  

Lastly, Chapter 6 reflects on the empirical findings from all the 
chapters collectively and situates them within the theoretical framework 
and the question laid out in the introduction. In this final chapter, I ex-
plore how navigational tactics are interlinked with aspirations, space and 
processes of social polarization and how they contribute to the reiteration 
of intergenerational trends of low levels of education and social marginal-
ization. I furthermore provide research and policy recommendations. 




