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Abstract

The conceptualisation of schooling is often based on “ideal children” in “ideal situations.” However, in
determining the level of participation for children who are considered vulnerable in schooling, it is important to
understand the lived experiences of these children. In this study, migrant children (particularly undocumented
ones) in South Africa are the focus, and their lived experiences were considered through reflections from their
parents and teachers. Data were collected using semi-structured interviews, and analysed using a constant
comparative method of qualitative analysis within a grounded theory approach. The study found that challenges
affecting migrant children’s schooling include the lack of documentation, language barriers, issues of transition
and adaptation (discrimination), and the inability to access further education. Strategies were identified to
address the challenges, including schools liaising with the Department of Home Affairs, implementing cultural
diversity programmes within the school, and through deliberate inclusive programmes.
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Introduction

A narrow, traditional conceptualisation of the word “schooling” is commonplace. Parents,
teachers, schools, and governments are concerned about ensuring that all children fully
participate in formal schooling, and different formal measures are used to determine this
participation (see UNICEF & UNESCO Institute for Statistics, 2016). Schooling is typically
associated with “ideal children” in an “ideal world” and, according to Giroux (1984),
traditionally, schooling is embedded

in the narrow concerns for effectiveness, behavioural objectives, and principles of
learning that treat knowledge as something to be consumed and schools as merely
instructional sites designed to pass onto students a “common” culture set of skills that
will enable them to operate effectively in the wider society. (p. 36)

That view was endorsed by Kiveld in 2018. However, there is no one-size-fits-all approach to
participating in formal education at a particular age, and not all children are situated within
the same environment. Rajan (2021) has argued that migrant children may be at risk of not
being able to participate in the schooling process as a result of this traditional view. There is,
therefore, a need to develop a broader definition of schooling because the opportunity to
participate in schooling and learn is dependent on the situatedness of the child in a given
context.

Little attention is paid to the social life, lived experiences, and school participation of the
particular, often vulnerable, group of children (and their parents) who are migrants. In South
Africa, migrant children’s schooling goes beyond the conceptions that focus on traditional
understanding, and extends to their surrounding circumstances, which may, in fact, impede
opportunities for participating in school (see Buckland, 2011). To gain an understanding of
this challenging, underlying context, participants in our study were teachers and parents of
migrant children. A limitation of this small-scale study is that it did not include migrant
children themselves. However, they will be included in future studies. In keeping with the
more expansive meaning of schooling in this study, the social context of the child must be
considered in explaining their levels of participation in school. This social context varies
significantly for different children and includes the ““situational, historical, geographical [and]
social or cultural environment” (Van Dijk, 2007, p. 285).

In South Africa, migrant children’s lived experiences need to be considered more often when
determining their level of participation in school. Hemson (2011) argued that migrant
children in South Africa are “a hopeful resource within [the] education [system]” (p. 82).
This draws attention to the importance of gaining an understanding of their context and
experiences to create a platform for ensuring that they are able to fully participate in
schooling while they remain in the country. For the purpose of this study, the definition of
“migrants” refers specifically to individuals who have moved across international borders to
another country (International Organization for Migration, 2004). It does not include
“internal migrants,” that is, people who have migrated to a particular place from another area
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inside South Africa. As the number of migrants increases (Akanle et al., 2016; Crush &
Williams, 2002; Crush & Williams, 2018; Mobius, 2017), so the number of children who
move with migrant parents, or even on their own, into South Africa also increases (United
Nations Children’s Fund, 2020). These children need to receive an education and, even
though they are migrants (illegal or not), Section 29 of the South African Bill of Rights
(Republic of South Africa [RSA], 1996b) warrants everyone in the country the right to basic
education. Furthermore, the South African Schools Act (RSA, 1996a) made it mandatory for
every child to attend school from age seven years until age 15 or Grade 9, whichever occurs
first. However, in contradiction to these two policies, the South African Immigration Act
(RSA, 2002) stated that instruction by a learning institution to an “illegal foreigner” is an
offence. This legal contradiction between the Schools Act and Immigration Act (RSA, 1996a;
RSA, 2002) has been explored extensively in a study that focused on the barriers for a group
of migrant children in South Africa (Crush & Tawodzera, 2011).

The legal contradiction imposes a particular burden on parents and educators. When parents
are unsure of their legal entitlement to access to schooling for their children, this may result
in adverse psychological consequences for those children. Although ultimately, it may be a
matter for the courts (perhaps the South African Supreme Court because two legal statutes
contradict one another), it seems clear that schools should provide access to migrant children,
based on the primary education legislation. If parents get the wrong messaging from the
school (see Crush & Tawodzera, 2011), they are likely to pass their ambivalence on to their
children—and that is likely to affect the participation of those children at school.

It is difficult to measure how effectively migrant children and their parents can exercise their
right to education, and this has significant implications for how schooling for these children
is affected and understood. To evaluate the determinants of participation in schooling for
migrant children, it is important to identify the challenges they face in that regard. However,
in the South African context, there are few recent studies that have focused on the challenges
faced by migrant children in relation to their experiences of schooling.

In the South African context, one study that highlighted the challenges faced by migrant
children, and which have an impact on their schooling, was conducted by Hlatshwayo and
Vally (2014). In their research, the authors found that xenophobia and discrimination against
migrant children at schools hindered their full participation in schooling. Another challenge
noted by Buckland (2011) is the language barrier, which prevents migrant children from
participating in the schooling process in South Africa. Crush and Tawodzera (2014), in a
related study, noted that the key challenge migrants face in accessing public healthcare
facilities arises from being unable to produce proper documentation and consequently being
denied treatment. However, various policy documents, including Section 27 of the South
African Bill of Rights, stated that everyone has the right to access healthcare facilities (RSA,
1996b). This contradiction between policy and reality further aggravates the challenges faced
by migrant children as related to their schooling in addition to their ability to access
healthcare.
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As indicated, there remains ongoing need to consider and investigate the challenges faced by
migrant children in relation to schooling in South Africa. Thus, this study investigated the
meaning and conceptualisation of schooling for migrant children in Krugersdorp, South
Africa with the aim of understanding the situated, lived experiences of migrant children and
the barriers they face in schooling through reflections from their parents and teachers. The
study was informed, on one hand, by the sociocultural theory (also understood as neo-
Vygotskian social constructivism) developed by Bruner (1996) and, on the other hand, by the
phenomenological tradition dating back to Martin Heidegger (1927/2006) and developed by
Jackson (1996). The former theory illuminated the social and cultural situatedness of
meaning systems, and in that regard, Bruner wrote:

Meaning making involves situating encounters with the world in their cultural context
to know “what they are about” . . . however much the individual may seem to operate
on his or her own in carrying out the quest for meanings, nobody can do it unaided
[without his or her] culture’s symbolic systems. (1996, p. 3)

The latter theory provided an account of the lived experience of that situatedness, the being-
in-the-world of the subject. Here, Heidegger, in Being and Time (1927/2006), developed the
notion of being-in-the-world (p. 78) and the concept of worldhood (p. 91). Both these
concepts argued that our existence is always already embedded in a world, and our being-in
that world is experienced as a unitary, situated whole. We can take up relationships with the
world and engage with the objects around us because of this state of already being-in-the-
world and being shaped by its circumstances.

Together, the two theories provide the theoretical framework of our study and are
purposefully used to gain an in-depth understanding of the challenges faced by migrant
children—and which serve as barriers to their full participation in schooling.
Socioculturalism can develop an account of the participation of a child in schooling based on
their situatedness in a community context. This psychological theory attempts to link
culturally based experiences with cognitive development. Phenomenology, according to
Jackson (1996, p. 3), refers to the “study of experience. It is an attempt to describe human
consciousness in its lived immediacy.” This theory allows the lived experiences of migrant
children, their worldhood, to be fully acknowledged and considered given that they find
themselves in a world with preexisting expectations and challenges that can be detrimental to
them in terms of schooling. The theories are used together to integrate cognitive expectances
and the specific lived, social context of the migrant child to explain their participation in
schooling (Figure 1).

The relevance of these theories to our study emerged from the need to understand the
underlying contextual factors that have an impact on the level of participation in schooling
for migrant children. A starting point we considered was the importance of the diverse
contextual experiences the identified group of children face in alignment with a clear, in-
depth understanding of their specific lived experiences in South Africa. As illustrated in
Figure 1, a one-size-fits-all approach would not be sufficient in explaining and developing a
well-rounded approach to explain schooling. In the South African context, the various
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challenges that migrant children face in relation to their participation in schooling need to be
closely considered in order to better understand the psychological and social factors that
affect them.

Figure 1

The theoretical framework for the study adapted from the neo-Vygotskian theory of socioculturalism and Heidegger’s theory
of phenomenology

Schooling for Migrant Children in South Africa
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A Social-Psychological Approach to Schooling
for Migrant Children in South Africa

Research methodology

Our study used a qualitative research design, employing a case study approach with teachers
and parents of migrant children at a particular public secondary school in Krugersdorp, South
Africa. This design is suited to understanding the contextual conditions that are relevant to
schooling (Yin, 2014). According to the 2001 South African population census, 83% of the
migrant residents in the Krugersdorp area were from countries outside South Africa and only
17% from other parts of the country (Mogale City Local Municipality, 2016). Krugersdorp
falls under the Mogale City municipality on the west of Johannesburg, roughly 34 kilometres
from the city centre and has a good number of public schools, of which the research school is
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one. According to the Department of Basic Education (2019), the school is a Quintile 2 (no-
fee paying) institution, and has about 1,327 students. This school was purposefully selected
(Etikan et al., 2016) because it is located directly opposite a small community of shack
houses that are occupied by migrants from neighbouring countries. A sample size of 13
participants (seven teachers and six parents of migrant children) from the school was selected
using a convenience sampling strategy (Etikan et al., 2016). Migrant children were not
directly included in the study, but will be in future studies. Nonetheless, a reflection of their
lived experiences through their parents and teachers served as an eye-opener and provided
some depth of understanding of their experiences. Data were collected using a semi-
structured interview technique. The interviews took place on the premises of the school, in a
private room for confidentiality.

Sociodemographic characteristics of study participants

The study participants comprised two groups: teachers (n = 7) working with migrant children
in the school, and parents (n = 6) of migrant children in school. The teachers’ age range was
25 to 50 years; almost half of them had been teaching for between one to 10 years and some
had taught for more than 21 years. All the teachers who participated indicated that they had
consistently taught migrant children every school year. Table 1 provides a summary of the
sociodemographic characteristics of teacher participants.

Table 1

Sociodemographic characteristics of teachers

Frequency (n=7)

Gender
Male

Female 4

Age group
25-34 years 3
35-44 years
45-50 years

Teaching experience

1-10 years
11-20 years
21-30 years

> 30 years

—_— N = W

Experience of teaching migrant children

1-3 years 1
4-6 years 5

7-9 years 1
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Six (n = 6) parents of migrant children in the school participated in the study. They were aged
between 35 to 50 years, and half were women (see Table 2). Although most of the parents
admitted that they had been in South Africa for over 10 years, some avoided talking about the
topic. This subtle avoidance may have been because of the presumed stigma that
accompanies being labelled a foreigner, and fear of being found out by the immigration
authority. Their countries of origin included Lesotho, the Democratic Republic of Congo, and
Botswana.

Table 2

Sociodemographic characteristics of parents

Frequency (n = 6)

Gender
Male

Female

Age group
35-44 years
45-50 years

W W

Country of origin

Lesotho

Botswana

Democratic Republic of Congo
Other'

N = =N

Number of years lived in South Africa
12—15 years 6

Number of children in the school

1-2 children
3—4 children 2

Data analysis

Qualitative data were transcribed verbatim to retain meanings expressed by the participants.
Standard coding procedures as developed within the grounded theory approach to social
research (Corbin & Strauss, 2007; Glaser, 1965) were then applied to establish the beliefs and
attitudes and, ultimately, the meaning systems of the participants. This is the constant
comparative method of qualitative analysis and involves the iterative processes of open and
axial coding. Firstly, in an open coding process, the raw data are grouped into categories in
an inductive process. The rule guiding the development, populating, or discarding of
categories is whether or not the data could offer possible insights into the research question
(Geertz, 1973). The process moves between the raw data and the emerging categories until

1 “Other” refers to parents who were not willing to disclose their countries of origin.
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the latter are refined and the data are saturated. Secondly, in an axial coding process, the
categories are embodied in more abstract theoretical principles. They must form “a stratified
hierarchy of meaningful structures in terms of which . . . [the relevant behaviours] . . . are
produced, perceived, and interpreted” (Geertz, 1973, p. 312). Thus, in this study, the
transcripts were read and reread to provide a clear understanding of the data and identify code
patterns as well as initial theme classification. Key emerging themes were identified and all
the transcripts were revisited until saturation of data was reached (Birks & Mills, 2015;
Given, 2016). The constant comparative method was important for a consistent and
progressive building up of facts (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

Findings

The study identified challenges affecting migrant children’s schooling as well as strategies to
address these challenges.

Challenges migrant children face in relation to schooling

This study reveals the key challenges, as reported by both groups of participants, which have
an impact on migrant children’s schooling. These include the lack of proper documentation,
inability to access further education, language barriers, and issues of transition and adaptation
(discrimination).

Lack of proper documentation

Both teachers and parents revealed that the lack of proper documentation is an underlying
challenge, which compounds the other identified challenges that affect the schooling of
migrant children. One parent stated:

If you don’t have your permit, then you are not ready to study here. (Parent 5)

Although some participants were hesitant to admit that migrant children who attend the
school have no proper documentation, others spoke openly about the challenge this presents
and how it affects schooling:

I can tell you now that over 90% of the learners that do come, especially in the
township schools like this, they don’t have the whole paperwork . . . there’s no
documentation, which makes it even more difficult for us in the school. (Teacher 1)

This challenge is even more complex and evident when children have to register for external
examinations such as the Grade 12 final examinations. At this point, most of the children are
forced to remain in school or just quit:

The biggest problem that we are seeing with migrant children is that they do not have
enough paperwork. So, when it comes to registering them [for the matric exam] it
becomes an issue. (Teacher 4)
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These migrant children are thus constantly faced with the reality of having incomplete legal
documentation. A parent expressed this view by stating:

Especially when they have to write their finals, they don’t have IDs—that’s the
problem for them. (Parent 2)

Furthermore, the teachers stated that there seems to be no clear way of overcoming this
challenge because the laws that guide the country on immigration must be adhered to. One
teacher explained despondently:

But then there’s nothing that we can do, you know, it is policy . . . the schools are
open for everyone . . . but now they want those papers to be present there and there’s
nothing we can do in terms of that. (Teacher 7)

Significantly, the inability to “do anything” relates here to structural constraints that prevent
migrant children from being able to formally complete their schooling. The parents and
teachers expressed a sense of powerlessness to help their children and learners progress
through, and fully complete, schooling because of these structural, legal barriers. Crush and
Tawodzera (2011) described the barriers as “gatekeeping” (p. 21) strategies to ensure migrant
children are unable to access schools in South Africa. Thus, the initial challenge of access to
any public South African school poses significant challenges to undocumented learners in
terms of schooling.

Inability to access further education

The challenge of migrant children knowing that they will be unable to further their education
to a higher level is another key factor that affects their full participation in schooling. One
teacher noted:

It’s useless for a child to come to a school . . . as a child who is a foreigner . . . they
don’t have the necessary documents; they do Grade 8, 9, 10, 11. When they get to
Grade 11, they need to register for the matric exams. Now there’s no [point] . . . I
[migrant child] don’t even have an ID. (Teacher 2)

This challenge, according to the teachers, is one that increases migrant children’s lack of
school preparedness. A teacher explained, using the example of a Grade 12 migrant child:

So, this Grade 12 learner is writing at the moment but there are no papers . . . there’s
no permit . . . there’s nothing. What’s going to happen to that girl next year? (Teacher
7)

The uncertainty, and often inability, to continue with and complete their schooling was
highlighted as a reality for migrant children who lack the proper documentation to legally be
in South Africa. Hence, although these children might attend schools in South Africa,
knowing that they will be unable to formally complete their education is an ongoing
challenge for their schooling.
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Language barriers

Another major challenge faced by migrant children, which affects their schooling, is the
language barrier. Many of the teachers interviewed raised this as a significant impediment to
being prepared to participate in school, even at the high school level. The difficulty of this
challenge is the sociological implication of lacking the “language” of a society and
concomitantly, the accepted form of social, communicative behaviour (Fishman, 2012). This
language barrier includes a lack of understanding of English as well as other widely spoken
local languages in the area where the school is located. One teacher strongly stated:

Especially in English, because they don’t know English . . . I think they know
Portuguese or something like that which is difficult. At least, for maths, there’s less
English and they know maths but I think on other subjects where they have to
elaborate in English, that’s where it becomes a problem. (Teacher 5)

Another teacher reiterated:

Some of them cannot really encode English or speak English, okay, some of them are
unable to even write in English. So, they come from maybe in a different country . . .
and they don’t know other languages, or they don’t know English. (Teacher 3)

As is evident, a grasp of English is vital to being able to understand and participate in South
African life. It is the lingua franca that allows someone to negotiate other kinds of social and
cultural barriers. If a child is not able to understand even basic English, we must ask whether
they can ever be adequately prepared for schooling in South Africa—particularly when it
comes to reading and writing skills. This challenge is further compounded in that South
Africa has 11 official languages, namely, Sepedi, Sesotho, Setswana, siSwati, Tshivenda,
Xitsonga, isiNdebele, isiXhosa, isiZulu, English, and Afrikaans. Locals speak whichever
language they identify with, and the migrant child must choose one of these “home”
languages to learn at school (Broeder et al., 2002; Desai, 2016). As one teacher noted:

So, they will try to fit in and change their home language. Either they do Tswana, or
they do Zulu; at the end of the day, they will fail that subject, because they will try to
fit in with everyone else maybe in their class. (Teacher 3)

Another teacher mentioned:

The problem comes out when the child . . . is supposed to now choose the home
language he or she is supposed to do . . . it becomes a problem now in reading and
writing, constructing a sentence and such. (Teacher 7)

Parents also viewed this as a significant challenge. One parent said:

If your child is from outside the country, he cannot understand or speak the local
language and that’s a big problem because in school you have to read and write. How
can you write a language that you don’t know? (Parent 5)
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These findings affirm how central language is to identity, learning, and belonging. A shared
language is vital for cultural communication and the transfer of cultural values (Bonvillain,
2020). Thus, migrant children live within an already established cultural identity and must
constantly negotiate the requirements of a foreign classroom space and language.
Furthermore, given the importance of cultural integration, these children are disadvantaged
because they are unable to fully interact with their social environment and community. This
idea of being left out as a result of language has been explored by Cunningham and King
(2018).

Issues of transition and adaptation (discrimination)

Another challenge expressed by the teachers and parents of migrant children is the issue of
migrant children transitioning and adapting to the environment and schooling system. This
challenge was explained as the children having difficulty in finding and having a sense of
belonging. One parent said,

I think it’s a problem of them trying to fit in with the other learners . . . I think
somehow, they feel bad because they are not expressing themselves fully according to
who they are. (Parent 3)

This inability to fully express oneself is part of a continual “negotiation of belonging” for
migrant children (Devine, 2013, p. 290). This is further compounded by the xenophobic and
derogatory name-calling that they are often subjected to. One teacher reported:

I think they have to constantly deal with other learners calling them foreigners or,
calling them names. (Teacher 3)

Another parent stated:
I think one of the challenges they are facing most is discrimination. (Parent 3)
This abuse has serious psychological implications for these children. A teacher noted:

Some might commit suicide to end their lives. That is the fact! . . . I am worried.
(Teacher 7)

Aside from what may be an unwelcoming, even hostile school environment, some of these
children come from countries that are war-torn and politically unstable. As one parent said:

Some of them or many are coming from a trauma zone . . . they don’t have any
support . . . unfortunately, they came here to start the school like that . . . without
counselling. (Parent 1)

This, sometimes dual, trauma profoundly affects these children, creating a stigmatised
identity (Krzyzanowski & Wodak, 2008) characterised by a sense of shame that comes with
being a foreigner in South Africa who is constantly reminded that they do not belong here.
This sense of ongoing shame and, to use the Heideggerian term of homelessness,
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Unheimlichkeit, continues to influence migrants’ experience in South Africa (Vandeyar,
2013). Thus, these phenomenological dimensions must also be considered when determining
migrant children’s participation in schooling.

Existing and suggested strategies to address the challenges

Despite the numerous challenges cited by parents and teachers that have an impact on
schooling for these children, both teachers and parents highlighted only one strategy that is
already in place to address some of the social and legal challenges they face. This strategy
involves the school liaising with the South African Department of Home Affairs in order to
assist migrant children who have incomplete, or no, legal documentation. The assistance is
however, limited by what the law permits in relation to immigration. From the way some of
the participants responded, this strategy seems much more perfunctory than anything else. In
explaining what transpires, one teacher said:

Schools go to an extent of where we invite Home Affairs yearly. They come to school
twice to assist the learners without documentation. . . . So, yes, the best that we can do
is invite Home Affairs and invite parents to come and be there . . . see if they can find
any amicable solution to whatever that is the challenge. (Teacher 1)

Although inviting the Department of Home Affairs seems to be the only existing strategy
identified by the participants, teachers and parents were quick to make suggestions about
what could be done to assist migrant children in participating in school, given their difficult
context. One of the recommendations made by teachers and parents was that the school
should incorporate and implement cultural diversity programmes within the school through
the teaching of different cultures. One teacher proposed:

Diversity needs to be incorporated in schools, they need to teach learners about
different cultures, race, languages, so that even the other learners, they understand that
it’s not just about me. It’s not just about the language I speak, it’s not just about how I
do things, I also need to understand that there’s other people that might be different
from me, and there’s absolutely nothing wrong with that! (Teacher 3)

Similarly, a parent suggested:

During the Heritage Month, what we could do when we have those is that each and
every culture will come and perform their culture so that if they are more exposed to
those activities, I think they will express themselves and maybe by seeing how the
other learners receive it, it will also give them confidence. (Parent 3)

Another recommendation made by teachers was that the Gauteng Department of Education
(GDE) should employ social workers and psychologists to be on school premises for the
migrant children who are facing both social and psychological challenges. One teacher
incessantly spoke about this need to employ professionals, saying:
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I think we need social workers in school . . . I think it’s very simple . . . we need
social workers in school. So, we need psychologists, we need social workers who
could deal with these kids because, honestly, in as much as teachers are trying, we are
not trained to deal with the psych of a child honestly. So, you can only do so much,
but they need professionals that they can speak. (Teacher 2)

In a bid to dispel the excuse of employing professionals being a costly exercise for the GDE,
the teacher insisted:

It’s very easy . . . I don’t think it will cost them anything. If anything, it would try to
fix the problems teachers are facing. I think they need help from the District and
everyone else because, eish . . . there’s alot. . . because it’s . .. it’s not only about . . .
with the teachers, their role is not only teaching . . . there’s also admin so the school
can only do so much. (Teacher 2)

The recommendation that parents should teach their children how to read and write in order
to be able to participate fully in school was also put forward by the parent participants.
Explaining this point, one parent said:

You can help them with reading. . . . You can teach them at home how to read, how to
write. (Parent 2)

Another parent in agreement said:

We as parents we have to teach them, and we should have to monitor them all the
time. (Parent 4)

Supporting this, yet another parent said that to teach migrant children how to read and write
(especially in English), parents need to encourage and ensure that their children speak
English at home. In the words of the parent:

Parents who are foreigners to speak English, if they’ve known how to speak English,
at home and they allow the children to read English books and not speak local
language at home because it can be like stopping them to improve the small that they
are learning at school. (Parent 1)

Discussion

Our study investigated schooling for migrant children attending a public secondary school in
Krugersdorp, South Africa. The aim was to discover what participation in schooling means to
teachers and parents (in both the psychological and social development contexts) for these
migrant children, and the associated challenges. The major challenges that emerged were lack
of proper documentation, language barriers, inability to continue schooling, and issues of
transition and adaptation (discrimination). A second set of key findings considered existing
and suggested strategies to address the challenges faced by migrant children in relation to
their participation in school. The themes that emerged interrogated the traditional explanation
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of what schooling is, and strongly support the importance of considering the specific context
in which migrant children are situated. These points are discussed in turn.

Firstly, findings from this study show that the lack of proper documentation for migrant
children was a key impediment to full participation in schooling. Both groups of participants
spoke incessantly about this challenge as the one that amplified most of the other challenges
that migrant children in this public school face. This finding has been corroborated by Crush
and Tawodzera (2014) in the South African context, and also by Mitchell (2015). Crush and
Tawodzera (2014) reported that all the migrants who participated in their study pointed out
that enrolling children in school without paperwork was an arduous task in South Africa. Our
study has thus confirmed the centrality of legal status in determining the participation of a
migrant child in school in South Africa. It follows that, to explain schooling and the level of
participation, the worldhood of the child and the already existing conditions that shape their
circumstances must be considered. Evidently, in the South African context, an individual’s
state of being a learner is significantly dependent on their legal status. Determining
participation in schooling, or explaining the concept, must therefore draw on the sociocultural
conditions.

Secondly, the language barrier also emerged as a challenge that affects migrant children’s
schooling. Some participants said that children had the ability to grasp new languages faster
than adult migrants in South Africa. However, most of the participants revealed that a lack of
understanding of English (for migrants from non-English speaking countries) and local South
African languages was an obstacle between migrants and their full participation in the
schooling process. The fact that South Africa presents multilingual challenges compounds the
barrier. This finding was also noted by Seker and Sirkeci (2015), Mitchell (2015), and Crush
and Tawodzera (2014a). The challenge is further compounded by the need to speak and
understand the language of learning and instruction, which may not be their first, second, or
even third known language. The identified challenge of language is corroborated by the
findings of Rodriguez-Izquierdo (2011). According to (Rodriguez-Izquierdo, 2011), the
language barrier is a major challenge for migrant children, especially in terms of social
integration and schooling. A more recent study (Rodriguez-Izquierdo & Darmody, 2019)
found that the limitation of not fluently understanding the language of instruction can result
in social exclusion. This relates to the theory of socioculturalism because, inasmuch as
migrant children may want to hold onto their already learned languages because they are
fluent and comfortable in them, they would be unable to integrate into the South African
education system without learning the accepted cultural symbolic system, which in this case,
is the language of instruction. Thus, a lack of language proficiency is a serious hindrance to
schooling for migrant children.

A further challenge highlighted is the inability of migrant children to further their education,
especially after high school. Many teachers reported that this challenge resulted in the
unwillingness of migrant children to learn what is expected of them because it seemed there
was no future in continuing with school in the current South African context. Related to, and
supporting, these findings is work by Hernandez and Napierala (2012) who found that,
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despite the fact that migrant children in the USA may be resilient, about 25% of them were
unable to complete high school. Also, the challenges of transition and adaptation, which
include discrimination against migrant children by others, emerged from this study. A lack of
a sense of belonging was identified by the participants. This challenge is one that is further
compounded by issues of discrimination and xenophobia in South Africa and is supported by
other studies on migration (Crush & Tawodzera, 2011, 2014; Landau et al., 2005; Spreen &
Vally, 2012). The question remains whether, and to what extent, the migrant child’s lived
experience in the South African context in terms of limited opportunity for further education
and discriminatory acts, limits and impedes their schooling. The challenge of discrimination
against migrants is supported by Koehler and Schneider (2019) who noted that there is an
urgent need to include these children in the education system and ensure they are not
discriminated against or excluded.

In describing the theoretical implication of this study’s findings, it is worth noting that
experiences of schooling are constantly shaped by specific contextual factors (New et al.,
2015). In our study, the context-based factors included, but were not limited to, the lack of
proper documentation and language barriers for migrant children. Hence, in line with the
theory of socioculturalism and phenomenology, the migrant children in the study cannot be
expected to have the predetermined requirements of being able to participate in schooling
without first considering their lived experiences. While socioculturalism permitted an
understanding of the likelihood for cultural and educational experiences to significantly
influence a child’s participation in school, phenomenology allowed for an in-depth
explanation of the specific experiences. Phenomenology provided the platform for the study
to move beyond the formal criteria for determining the participation of migrant children in
school to a more in-depth understanding of their lived experience (Bolton, 1979). The
specific and context-based challenges that migrant children face are not separable from the
environment in which they find themselves, and this difficult social reality deeply affects
their schooling. Evidently, participation in the schooling process extends beyond the
boundaries of psychological measurements into sociocultural contexts as well as the lived
experience for migrant children in the South African context.

Our study also reports on existing and suggested strategies to address the challenges faced by
migrant children in relation to their schooling. Most teachers noted that the only strategy
currently in place is the school liaising with the Department of Home Affairs (DHA) to assist
migrant children without complete documentation. Liaising with the DHA can create
solutions that, in the long run, will allow migrant children to have reduced gaps in their
education, access to, and the possibility of, formally completing schooling (see Dooley,
2017). Teachers and parents made other recommendations for addressing some of the
identified challenges, which included the school governing body and management organising
cultural programmes that promote greater cultural inclusion. This idea of cultural inclusion
relates to the integration of migrant children into the education system. In support of this,
Koehler and Schneider (2019) have argued that integrating migrant children into the
education system as soon as possible is vital to ensure their integration into society.



158 Journal of Education, No. 86, 2022

Conclusion

Our study found that, to explain participation in the schooling process in the context of
migrant children, it is necessary to consider context-specific challenges, which in this
instance, are compounded by the lack of proper documentation. Both parents and teachers
suggested that strategies including the introduction of cultural diversity within schools would
aid the shift from the “ideal child with ideal competencies” explanation of schooling and
expectations of participation to one that carefully considers the lived experiences of the
migrant child. Although the South African government, through some of its policies, seems to
allow for migrant children to access basic education, there is also a need to consider the other
facets of the migrant child’s life that consistently affect their schooling. These other facets are
represented by embodied, lived experiences that are the realities of migrant children in South
Africa.

Acknowledging that migrant children’s lived experiences, as reflected through their parents
and teachers, has a significant impact on their schooling and level of participation in the
schooling process in the South African context is important for thinking critically about the
meaning of schooling for them. The highlighted factors from this study show that the
complexity of schooling cannot be tied to psychological measurements or ideal situations for
ideal children. It is evident that the social world and embodied lived experiences play major
roles in determining the nature of schooling for migrant children. If these other facets are not
considered, gaps in the South African educational system will continue to exist, particularly
hindering achievement of the United Nations Sustainable Development Goal 4—Quality
Education, which highlights the basic right to education as well as the need for all children to
attend and participate in school (https://en.unesco.org/gem-report/sdg-goal-4). Moreover, the
contradictions that exist in the South African policies need to be addressed as a starting point
for attending to the significant underlying factor impeding migrant children’s schooling.

A major limitation of our study was that it only considered reflections from the parents and
teachers of migrant children in order to highlight the challenges facing the children. The
findings do not completely reflect migrant children’s lived experiences from a participatory
perspective. Excluding these children as participants ignores their perceptions of schooling in
their lived context. Future research would need to focus on migrant children themselves
(considering the ethical implications) as key participants to get a deeper understanding of the
underlying factors that impede their participation in schooling.
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