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Feeling of shame and schooling trajectory in the case of migrant students

Abstract: The children of migrant families go through a painful experience as students in a new school environment. In this paper I will discuss how the feeling of shame can constitute an important factor which determines the schooling trajectory of migrant students. In order to do so I will present a part of my analysis which is based on the life story of a young male Albanian who migrated to Greece.

Introduction

The mass migration of people, particularly during the previous decade, led many societies, including the Greek
, to be confronted with new social realities. With the presence of the “other”, the “foreigner”, the “disparate”, a series of serious social considerations emerge which subject the democratic European societies to a trial. 

In the realm of Greek education, immigrant students shake up the obvious standard of the ethnocentric school
. However, even though nearly fifteen years have passed since the presence of immigrant students in school classes, the Greek society continues to appear unwilling to make radical changes to its educational system and restricts itself to interventions of an administrative nature, refusing to accept the reality
.

Regarding the manner in which the Greek state deals with the educational dimension of the shaping of social reality in recent years, scientific “facts” carry their own weight, given that scientific reason is very often invoked by political powers for decision-making and promoting their interventions in the field of education.

The interest of scientific research is focused mainly on:

- The recording of immigrant students’ national origin as an indication of the school population’s composition

- The description of educational reality as an indication of the educational policy that was followed and the need for promoting a different culture and education in the schools in response to new social realities

- The development, selection and implementation of alternative approaches and new pedagogical practices in school classes

- The training of teachers so that they can face the diversity of their school class effectively

In short, most studies begin from the standpoint of the predominant population group. This standpoint is the perspective of the majority of the population group that appears to be interested in society as a whole, without however including in its considerations a large portion of the population which is comprised of immigrants. More specifically, the manner in which immigrants experience the social conditions of their life, as well as their outlook regarding the improvement of these conditions is not considered in the scope of the research. 

Issues such as how immigrant students experience social reality as well as how they deal with it are the focus of my interest and constitute the starting-point for the elaboration of my doctoral thesis. The question, of course, was how to approach the reality in such a way that it would be feasible to simultaneously analyse, the social processes that determine how an immigrant’s child faces and  undergoes reality on the one hand, and on the other hand how social circumstances reflect on his/her psychism. Furthermore, the particular manners that he/she actively devises ways and makes plans for his/her life to help deal with the inner conflicts and with the social situations that he constantly encounters.

The viewpoint of “clinical social psychology” constitutes the scientific recourse of my research efforts. Its focus on the social subject, that is to say the way in which a subject of society experiences his social relationships, accessing empirical reality by means of the clinical method, appeared to me as the most suitable scientific stance for the research of my subject of study
.

The research questions

This paper is based on data from my Ph.D. thesis, which is still in progress. In this paper, I wish to discuss how the feeling of shame can constitute an important factor in determining the schooling trajectory of migrant students. In order to do this I will present a part of my analysis which is based on the life story of a young male Albanian who migrated with his family to Greece at the age of 13. More specifically the analysis is focused on the three following research questions: 

1) How the immigrant student converts restrictive social situations into shame 

2) How the feeling of shame functions in relation to the means by which he chooses to confront the social restrictions that he undergoes

3) How shame finally determines his schooling trajectory 

Theoretical and methodological alternatives

The empirical statistical research sheds very little light on the schooling trajectory of immigrant students. What this kind of research usually does is to record these students per school class and school year in such a way so as to come up with estimates regarding the percentage of students that complete their studies or abandon school and at which level (elementary or secondary school, etc.). 

This approach has to do with an objective estimate of the schooling trajectory that eliminates the subject ‘immigrant student’, and simply perceives the student as a number with social characteristics such as sex, age, origin, school grade, etc. Under no circumstance do I mean that these studies are not useful, I merely stress their weakness in giving answers to the research questions, such as those mentioned above. For example, it is obvious that quantitative data is unable to explain why amongst the children of immigrants that are featured in the relative research and share the same social characteristics, some continue going to school as normal, and often excel in their performance, while others abandon school prematurely. This issue, which is particularly important for pedagogical interventions in the school domain, to this day has not had the due attention. 

My interest lies in real life experiences and I attempt to study the personal history of the immigrant student on a schooling trajectory in order to understand how social realities influenced or altered this trajectory. According to the theoretical analysis of Vincent de Gaulejac (1987), the personal history is included in a family history which is also included in a social history and the individual can be understood in three different dimensions of history: a) as a product, b) as an active subject and c) as a producer of histories.

The children of immigrants have plans and they seek to materialize them. Therefore, as they try to establish themselves and materialize their plans, they experience the social conditions in their own way and they become overwhelmed with emotions. In this paper I will discuss the feeling of shame and I will show how shame can constitute a determining factor in the schooling trajectory of the immigrant student.

The genesis of the feeling of shame as per Vincent de Gaulejac
 is twofold, social and psychic and shame can constitute the driving force for ambition as well as failure. According to him, “shame is initially brought on by the ‘look’ of another, when the subject is confronted with a negative image of himself. He is confronted with stress, which increases the more this image is humiliating for him, but he is compelled to accept it. He cannot deny the identification of himself with this image. Under the ‘other’s’ stare, he perceives his own being" (1997: 302). Therefore, following this theoretical point of view, during the experience of shame, the social facts infiltrate and constitute an obstacle in the relationship of the subject with himself, since they compel him, on the one hand, to recognize the social situation as such and on the other hand to be recognized through it.

Based on the specific theoretical observations I selected the biographical approach
 as a method in order to produce data on the personal history of the immigrant student and to provide answers to my particular questions. More concretely, the data comes from an open-in-depth-biographical interview by way of recounting life stories. Life stories are chosen as the most suitable methodological tool not only because they focus on the individual’s experience and call upon him/her to talk about his/her story, but mainly because "they are recorded on traces of intertwining stories – the social, family and personal history of the subject - and their reading, as well as the subsequent understanding of this entwining historicity, entails a corresponding theoretical articulation" (Navridis, 1994:62). This type of socio-psychological view is the theoretical standpoint of shame that I adopt, while life stories offer the appropriate "material" based on real experiences in order to answer the relevant research questions.

The history of Klonti

Klonti is twenty years old. He works as an unskilled assistant in a repair workshop for motorcycles. After a seven year stay in Greece, he believes that his opportunities are limited: "For me, there is no future in Greece; otherwise it is simply a future of being nothing more than a mere employee". (34: 37-38) The fact that he could not finish school and pursue his studies played an important role in his current situation: "For the time being, I am enjoying myself, with work and with everything else, but I believe that school deprived me of something. That is to say, had I gone to school, I could have done better for myself... school education helps  a lot, especially university". (33:15-22) This is something that he is trying to overcome, however it is a wound that hurts him: "...in order to do something that is worthwhile, you must have an education, the appropriate education, which unfortunately I do not have… however... there are a lot of opportunities in life, and you can carry on with anything you want. Still, school definitely helps a lot". (34: 10-15)

His cousin, who arranged our meeting, told me that Klonti really wanted to speak with me. With many thoughts crossing my mind, I was anxiously looking forward to the day of our meeting. We met at his house, a humble apartment in the city of Thessaloniki. He is a tall and slim young man, very polite with shining eyes that emit intelligence and passion for life. For our meeting he had arranged for no one from his family to be home, obviously in order for him to feel more comfortable. He knew that I was a teacher and that I was conducting research relating to the education of immigrants’ children.

We spoke for a long while about current events, our interests and about our life at the time. However, from this part of the conversation I could not understand the reason why he was interested in meeting with me. When during his story-telling he focused on the period of his life in Greece, through his speech I recognized myself as a teacher as well as a representative of the population’s majority and prosperous social group that deprived a child from the possibility of finishing school and pursuing further studies. I limited my interruptions and I tried to make it obvious to Klonti that I recognize myself as such. Also, I will try to deal with the effects my emotions had mainly on me. I was thinking at the time: "I am a victimizer, just as are all my equals". I am ashamed of this, even though some of my equals are not. Nonetheless, I will remind myself that I am like my equals, yet different and unique and thus I will be able to continue the interview
. What preoccupies me still is whether we were able to not reproduce anything that created a barrier in our communication and if I gave Klonti the possibility of talking about his life as he himself had experienced it and in the manner in which he wished to recount it.

For both of us the need to grasp what had happened and what had led us to this painful situation - each of us from a completely different position – appears to have been the key for the personal story of Klonti to unfold (possibly even my own) and for us to try to find out how we reached this point; for Klonti to try and find the factors that will help him understand himself better and feel better, perhaps dealing with his current situation more effectively (this was probably the reason that he wanted to speak with me) and for me to try and find those factors which will help me answer how and why my society contributed to a child’s deprivation of school
. 

On the one hand, Klonti could not achieve his life’s goals which presupposed the successful completion of his schooling, just as was his plan to study mathematics in university. On the other hand, he feels trapped yet again, since he cannot even realize his subsequent plans, like his plan to open his own business, more specifically to open his own garage in Greece. Thus, he finds himself in a period of his life where he feels an intense need to return to his homeland, even though he knows that the Albanian society is not in a position to satisfy his real needs. The Greek society discriminates him from the other citizens and limits his progress: "Surely here in Greece I feel much better than when I go to Albania... But I am not Greek. I feel this. I feel that I am... Albanian... As a matter of fact, with my Albanian friends we speak Greek... It comes out more naturally for us to speak Greek, but once again in some things, in particular things which we cannot do, we feel that our homeland is Albania and we feel the need to go there. We feel that our future is there. I believe that every person should have the opportunity to do whatever he wishes, no matter where he lives...”. (36: 8-17)

His parents were very young when they left their villages for a better life in the city. They met there and made plans for the future. However, the living conditions in Albania prevent the fulfilment of their needs and the achievement of their personal and family plans. When they were given the possibility of abandoning their homeland they did so, hoping for a better life in another country.

Klonti grows up in Albania during the period where the socio-political regime of Emver Hotza prevailed in the Albanian society. The different ideological-political opinions of his family regarding the political regime resulted in his uncle’s arrest, while for his parents the Albanian government imposed the deprivation of their university education. This impeded their educational vocation, cancelled their professional plans and limited their possibilities of progress and the prospect of improving their social status in the Albanian society. Klonti’s parents worked, just like thousands of other citizens, in one of the factories of Tirana, while their lives were being monitored closely by the people in the socio-political regime.

In his daily life, Klonti feels that he is under surveillance. He feels that the people around him see him as a member of an anti-regime family. His life is confined to the narrow circle of family and relatives and he tries to avoid situations that expose him socially and weigh him down emotionally: "We were people that did not accomplish a lot in our life. That is to say we could not... Others would look at us differently. For example... “He is opposed to Hotza. He is not a good person” ". (1: 39-43) For him, school was his ticket to realizing his ambitious plans and surpassing his restrictive situation which was due to his family history. He was a very good student and he wanted to go to university, to be able to do something that his parents were deprived of so that he could climb up the social ladder.

At the age of thirteen, he had to stop going to school and follow his parents to Greece. Albania’s borders opened and Klonti’s parents left the country. A new phase began in Klonti’s life. From the very first moment his parents were concerned with his education and they did everything they could so that he could continue his studies in Greece. 

His schooling trajectory continued in Greece. At the time, the fear associated with the presence of immigrants had not yet sunk into the Greek society, while in the educational field the emergence of immigrant students in school classes confirmed the weaknesses of the educational system to face the new reality in Greek society.

Klonti had completed the seventh grade in Albania and according to the structure of school grades in the Greek educational system he would have to attend the second year of secondary school without, of course, knowing a word in Greek. It was a painful experience for him: "In class I couldn’t read, I couldn’t write and I couldn’t learn anything, not even Mathematics... (9: 10-11) So…of course I felt inferior because I sat there like…like a vegetable. I felt horrible". (8: 28-33)

Klonti stayed in this school for two weeks. They referred him to another school, where special programs were implemented for foreign students. Despite the difficult moments he went through during these two weeks, he recounts the story of this part of his life as a pleasant memory. Reconstructing the past with more recent events in his life, he places the learning environment which he encountered to be of secondary importance, and the point that he stresses as he tells his story is that his schoolmates in that school did not look at him in a belittling manner; they accepted him as a friend and all the children respected him: "During the two weeks there, even though I did not understand anything, I had a great time with my friends. They made an impression on me... No one has treated me this well again. That is to say that since then, I have not seen anyone treat me so well. No one accepted me in the way they did…. With the little bit of English that I knew, and they as well, I felt like they enjoyed my company. (8: 2-10) They were very good to me. I still have a good relationship with one of them. That is after those two weeks, we became friends”. (9: 8-9)

He went to the school of Repatriates and Foreign Students. As he was telling his story he stressed the improved school environment for learning that gives him the possibility of learning Greek in order to be able to gradually follow the courses. However, he expressed his dissatisfaction because he was not taught Albanian, even as a second foreign language. Still, he insistently referred to his relationships with his schoolmates. What he was afraid of encountering in his first school, he faced now: “It was a little different with the children... Each one had... his own mood. It was not like in the Greek school where almost all of them welcomed me. In this school I was welcomed only by my compatriots... It’s like racism gets in the way... Even in class, you don’t go and sit either next to or close to someone else. You sit only with your compatriots. (10: 10-20)

We were somehow... divided and... Five individuals here from Albania, ten there from Russia, the others from over there... And I remember certain children for example from Germany or from Sweden, sat apart. Neither with the Albanians, neither with the Russians, and they looked at everyone unfavourably”. (14: 31-35)

Klonti found himself confronted once again with a negative reflection of himself. In Albania he was the child of an anti-regime family, while in Greece he was the child of poor immigrants that were looked down on because of his origin and social status. He is under the belittling look of his schoolmates from Germany, Sweden, England, America, usually from families whose parents work for international companies or worked for the embassy, who, of course, removed their children from the school, because of the strong presence of immigrant students coming from poor countries. Klonti did not embrace the condescending look of his schoolmates and tried to maintain the respect that he had for himself, dissociating his attitude from his compatriots, who consciously hide their origin. He goes to all lengths to prove that he was not unworthy and despicable and in the two years that he attended this school he studied very hard and was a very good student. He wanted to move forward in his life and believed that his origin would not be an obstacle in his plans: "An Albanian is an Albanian and a Greek is a Greek, but that has nothing to do with education. From the moment that I came here, I didn’t believe that whether I am Albanian or Greek was relevant to learning, because the more…so I believe at least, the more a person is educated, the better a person he is, and generally more true and proper...”. (12: 22-27)

Two years later, Klonti surprised his parents, when he made the decision to drop out of school. He did not like how the school was operated and could not bear the stress that his relationships with the “others” caused him: "I was not enjoying myself at school. That is to say, I felt better when I was not at school than when I was in school... it didn’t have what schools offer... sitting all together... being in the company of one big group of friends... When we had parties we didn’t go to school, but what made me feel bad was that the English, the Americans, sat together. They spoke English and they would look at us… like as if… we were garbage compared to them. But, all right... you don’t really pay attention to this stuff... It’s not that... I got bored with the courses and didn’t want to go anymore, I was simply not... I was not enjoying school... Everything was leading me towards avoiding school". (14, 15)

His parents reacted strongly to this decision and they were unable to explain it. They could not grasp what was happening. Klonti never took the time to explain to them any of the situations he was experiencing on a daily basis at school. "I wouldn’t tell them. I wouldn’t tell them anything about what I was feeling inside... I felt that I should have a lot more freedom and be able to do what I wanted to do, rather than what my parents wanted. (14: 1-2) No matter how much they insisted, "you will need education”, they would tell me, “forget that we couldn’t... You must be stubborn in life...”, (16: 12-15) Klonti was determined, besides almost all of his friends did the same: "most of my friends at my age have finished the third grade of secondary school and have started to work... school life did not attract me anymore”. (16: 31-32)

After finishing the Secondary School of Repatriates and Foreign Students, Klonti had the chance to change school and study in a "normal" school. He decided to drop out of school. He was certain that in the "normal" school he would face even more difficult situations, since the fear of the "foreigner" had already sunk into the minds of the local population: "If I were to go to the first year of Lyceum (Year 10 of secondary school) in a Greek school, they would not look at me the same as they had when I had registered in the second year of Gymnasium (Year 8 of secondary school). The general opinion was very different when I had come two years ago as compared to two years later... Everything had changed - the opinion towards foreigners and especially Albanians. The Greek’s opinion towards an Albanian had changed completely... They would have looked on me in a totally different way. They wouldn’t welcome me, not simply as they had welcomed me in the beginning, but they wouldn’t speak to me at all. This I know. It is not something that... for example... I say out of the top of my head. What I am telling you is for certain”. (21: 20-33)

Klonti wanted to avoid school. He wanted to avoid the daily contact with his "other" schoolmates. The choice of a "normal" school would bring him in confrontation with the ‘look’ of his Greek schoolmates. There, he would be forced to accept a negative image of himself, because the elements that constitute the image of the immigrant and in particular the immigrant of Albanian origin were now different: "Well...all right, for this we are also to blame. The Albanians are also at fault. When we came, not many Albanians had come, but after us many did... Many prisoners were released from Albanian prisons, and they all came. There is also another; Whoever stole was Albanian and a perception was formed”. (30: 15-19)

Klonti found work in a garage for motorcycles. He was satisfied, because he made contacts with the Greeks and began to become familiar with the way that Greeks think and more generally, the way of life in the Greek society. He worked for two years. During the first year he by no means thought of school, however in the second year he began to think about the possibility of returning to school, although he was ashamed to tell his father, who always insisted on his continuing school in order to be able to pursue his education further.  One day Klonti had to fill in certain documents. He had to fill in the level of his education. He was ashamed that he only had a certificate of year 9 school studies (Gymnasium). That moment will constitute for him the motive for redefining his plans: "I felt very inferior. I said to myself: “What do I do?” It doesn’t… it doesn’t have... I should not be at this level; I should be much higher... I was managing with the courses… I just… didn’t want to. No, I didn’t want to, and the circumstances... OK. I felt that I also needed further education in order to become more... First of all to acquire knowledge for my own well being, not for example for a better job and more money, but first for myself... on that piece of paper where I saw that I was at a second level, there I felt awful and I wanted to be higher. ... I didn’t like the fact that I was so low”. (20: 1-15)

His plan is now to return to school, finish Lyceum and study mathematics in university. One of his childhood plans is put in motion once again. He will choose to go to the school where he was and not to choose the "normal" school. The basic reason once again being his relationships with the other students, while at the same time what worried him was also the greater level of difficulty of the courses: "I wouldn’t be able to make friends, as well as to follow the courses. That is to say, the courses would not be so bad, but... mainly I would not be able to make friends there because....the others would look at me... “He’s an Albanian, stay away from him”. I know that this would happen in school". (22: 1-5)

Once again the “look” of the "other"… Klonti will try to avoid situations that bring him face to face with the feeling of shame. He wants to avoid living in shame, but he also wants to make his childhood plans come true. He will return to a school from which he had left because he didn’t feel good. His desire however to return to school is strong. The fact that this year, he will be two years older than the other students does not preoccupy him, since he chooses to continue his studies in what for him is a familiar environment, while his additional two years of experience in life in relation to the other students gives him a sense of security. He weighed the facts and made his decisions putting forth the pursuing of his plans in the least painful way possible. It was a personal bet for him and a promise that he made to his parents, in front of whom he was ashamed because, in actual fact, it was a mistake to drop out of school and appear unworthy of their expectations: "My first objective was to finish, in other words to do my best at Lyceum and this is what I have promised my parents, for whom I hadn’t turned out to be such a good boy, because I had left school and then I wanted to return, and they were telling me not to drop out. My first objective was to get high grades and I have promised my parents this that is to get higher than fifteen in all my courses...". (24: 15-22)

Klonti wasn’t able to go to school for two months, because of a serious wound following a motorcycle accident. The courses were very difficult and in order for him to continue he would have to go to private tutorial lessons, but his parents could not afford them. In the middle of the year he was disappointed and began to abandon his efforts: "I didn’t have that... the will that I had in the beginning of the year. I didn’t have the passion to learn anymore, as we said. And this is how things went... I distanced myself. From that point on I was only thinking of work, and what kind of work I can take on. I wasn’t thinking of school anymore. I got it out of my mind completely … as if it had never existed. I told myself that school is no longer an option. Whatever you did, you did and that was it”. (26: 20-32)

Klonti didn’t complete the course due to his absences and not because of bad grades. He is ashamed of his weakness and his inability to achieve his goals. He internalized the “look” of his parents and he lost the respect that he was fostering for himself and his worth as a student, severing all ties with the school. He tried to find other ways of proving his worth to his parents and to regain the self- respect that he had lost.  He never returned to school and never gave himself any more chances, because he didn’t want to relive the same pain: "I could not give... because what happened is that I made a promise to my parents that I did not keep, and I just couldn’t go back... My parents once again told me... not to continue necessarily… simply to make another effort, but... they were saying it half-heartedly, not like in the beginning. Maybe they were saying it simply because I was their child, and they meant well. That is, they weren’t saying it because... I deserved it. I believed that I didn’t deserve it, I didn’t deserve to go back to school...". (27: 24-33)

Conclusion

Each individual goes through the school experience in a unique and particular manner. The schooling trajectory of an individual constitutes a part of his personal history and as such is included in (and includes) a family and social history. In the course of incorporating histories the schooling trajectory is the resultant of life plans which are connected to the school that an individual tries to materialize and the related feelings as he/she struggles to achieve his objectives.

Empirical data confirms the theoretical form of characterizing shame as reactive and internalized, which is included in Vincent de Gaulejac’s problem of shame. When the individual lives in restrictive conditions I observe the feeling of shame influencing and altering the individual’s schooling trajectory, either as a ticket to school integration and success, or to school abandonment and failure. In the first case the offensive and derogatory “look” of schoolmates sets off a form of reaction directed at proving that it is not fair for the individual to be in this position, and for this reason he wishes to reassess and reassure himself, while in the second case the condescending “look” of “others”, even that of his parents when he could not satisfy their expectations, is reflected onto himself in such a way so as to make him feel trapped in a situation that causes permanent anxiety. Thus, he decides to stop going to school or even drops out completely in order not to relive the same pain.
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� For general data that concerns the immigrants in Greece, the elements of a relevant study on the subject, which was submitted to the Hellenic Migration Policy Institute (I.ME.PO.) (2004a) research team of the Panteion University of Athens, are useful


� For ethnocentrism in Greek schools, indicatively see Fragoudaki A.&, Dragona Th. (Eds) (1997)


� For an assessment of the current situation in Greek education, the elements of a relevant study on the subject, which was submitted to  I.ME.PO. (2004b) by a research team of the Aegean University, are also useful








� For an analytical presentation of Clinical Social Psychology see Navridis (1994)


� For an analytical presentation of the relevant problem see Vincent de Gaulejac (1997) 





� For a good collection (in four volumes) of the biographical method literature, see Miller (Ed.) (2005). For biographical approach in psychosocial research, you can see Pantazis (2004: 29-45), Navridis (1994: 86-94)   


� According to Barus - Mishel (1994) in order for the researcher to reach the “other”, he/she must first go through himself /herself





� For the interview as a situation of human interaction that encourages the transmissible  phenomena, see Renault D' Allonnes (1994), Navridis (1998)








PAGE  
2

