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Chapter 6

What lies behind school 
failure, youth gangs  
and disconnections  
with the host society  
for the second 
generation?  
The case of young 
people of Latin 
American origin in Spain

Maria Ron Balsera

INTRODUCTION

The integration of migrants is a common concern for most European countries. 
Immigration policies tend to portray migrants, especially those arriving from poor 
countries, as a problem. These policies aim to tackle migration by restricting the 
entry of newcomers, which reinforces geographical barriers and builds a European 
fortress. This limits the possibilities for family reunifcation and many family members 
are often left behind. But despite this, European stability and relative economic 
prosperity prove to have a stronger pulling efect than the dissuasive migration 
policies. In 2012 the foreign population in Europe reached 20.1 million, representing 
4.1% of the total European population, and the fgure for the foreign‑born popu‑
lation was 33 million in the 27 countries forming the European Union (Eurostat). 
In 2011 Spain was the country with the highest number of immigrants – 507 742, 
ahead of the United Kingdom with 350 703, Germany with 249 045 and France 
with 213 367 (Eurostat).
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The challenge of integrating the increasing number of newcomers is even more 
critical in the case of the children of migrants. This second generation faces difer‑
ent barriers from the ones experienced by their parents, since children of migrants 
are more familiar with the host country language and culture. Although born or at 
least socialised in the host country, their migrant background often leads to lower 
access to opportunities and resources than those ofered to the native population. 
However, migrants are usually extremely diverse and factors such as their country 
of origin, religion, language ability, ethnic group and family economic status play a 
crucial role in determining the successful integration of migrants and their children 
(Portes and Zhou 1993; Zhou 1997). Migrants and their descendants arriving from 
poorer countries encounter greater barriers than the native population in areas such 
as education, the labour market, politics and the justice system.

In many European countries the recent economic crisis has resulted in a soaring 
youth unemployment rate, higher levels of poverty, youth discontentment and 
disconnection with social and political institutions. Migrants, being a historically 
vulnerable group, have seen their situation worsen far more than natives. The 
growing social inequalities, the deterioration of working conditions, the weakening 
of social protection mechanisms and the increasing anti‑immigration attitudes are 
shifting the political discussions of integration towards alienating young people 
with a migrant background.

This article focuses on the situation of migrants arriving from poorer countries, 
those outside the European Union, without considering rich countries such as the 
USA, Canada, Australia, etc. Delving into the literature on migration, it focuses on 
assimilation, and refects on some of the fndings from the author’s PhD research. 
During this research, biographical interviews were conducted with 15 selected 
young boys and girls with a Latin American origin in Spain. A third of the participants 
were high school students, another third were completing a short vocational course 
after having dropped out of secondary education and the last third were serving 
sentences in young ofenders’ institutions. The preliminary fndings are similar to 
the disconnections and integration failures that other researchers have found with 
children of migrants in most European countries and allow us to refect on the barriers 
to a successful integration. It also sheds light on the reasons why a small number 
of children of migrants end up joining gangs and committing criminal activities.

INTEGRATION, ASSIMILATION AND MULTICULTURALISM

For many decades, academics and politicians, among others, have been discussing 
the best ways to incorporate migrants and their children into society. With conficting 
arguments, assimilation and multiculturalism are the two main perspectives guiding 
migration and cultural policies in host countries.

Assimilation involves migrants changing as a result of the contact they have with 
the native population in order to ft into the host society. In the frst half of the 20th 
century, classical assimilationism considered that immigrants should gradually lose 
their original culture. Following this argument, old cultural traits, native language and 
forming ethnic enclaves were considered sources of disadvantage. In many countries 
migrants’ culture, language and customs were perceived as inferior and needed to 
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be forgotten or unlearned (Park 1928; Stonequist 1937; Warner and Srole 1945: 285; 
Gordon 1964); fortunately this xenophobic perspective is beginning to change.

More recently, some thinkers suggested a new concept of assimilation that describes 
the adaptations that migrants make when they interact with the native population 
in their host country. Unlike classical assimilationism, it focuses on what actually 
happens rather than trying to prescribe what ought to happen for migrants to ft in. 
In fact, these thinkers (Gans 1992) do not believe that the children of migrants and 
their descendants will steadily lose their culture, language and customs and even‑
tually become indistinguishable from the native population. The second, third and 
fourth generations of migrants may well have lost their heritage and only speak the 
host country’s language and even form part of the middle class, becoming almost 
indistinguishable from the native population. However, these descendants do not 
always experience upward mobility through education and social class improvement. 
In fact, many sufer a decline, or experience downward social mobility, becoming 
more excluded than their parents and grandparents were. This decline could be 
due to dropping out of school before completing compulsory education, getting 
unstable or low‑skilled jobs or even becoming unemployed.

To explain these diferent patterns of adaptation and social mobility for migrant 
descendants, Portes and Zhou (1993) propose the notion of “segmented assimilation”. 
They describe how some groups with a migrant background succeed in becoming 
economically and culturally integrated into middle‑class norms having lost their 
original customs. Some manage to retain their language and customs, but are still 
accepted and integrated into the host society’s middle class. Some others keep 
their language and customs but are not accepted by the native population, even‑
tually forming separate ethnic communities. And fnally, others lose their parents’ 
and grandparents’ culture and are socially marginalised, becoming disconnected 
from both the native culture and the migrant culture. These individuals sometimes 
become homeless and many become involved in groups with criminal activities. 
The reasons behind these four patterns of adaptation and social mobility have to 
do with individual factors, such as education, aspirations, language abilities, place 
of birth, age upon arrival and length of residence, together with structural factors, 
such as racial status, family socio‑economic status and place of residence (Portes 
and Zhou 1993; Zhou 1997).

In this way, integration does not imply that people with a migrant background 
should lose their ancestors’ culture, it considers that individuals always make some 
adaptations in order to take advantage of the opportunities ofered in the host coun‑
try. These changes are often unconscious and may happen by simply watching TV, 
following the new fashions, using the new language in school, work and other social 
interactions, etc. Nevertheless, the host society also needs to transform in order to 
incorporate the diversity that accompanies migration. In fact, integration refers to 
equality between migrants and nationals when it comes to access to opportunities 
and resources without the need for migrants to leave their culture behind (Alba 2005).

At the other end of the integration spectrum we fnd multiculturalism. Its propon‑
ents criticise policies that aim to fade minorities’ ethnic and cultural traits in favour 
of the host’s culture. Multiculturalism rejects the idea of culture being stable and 
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homogenous. It argues that culture reshapes all the time to dispose of what does 
not work and include new changes such as migration. Taylor (1994) argues for a 
type of multiculturalism that recognises diversity and group identities, protecting 
the rights and well‑being of citizens that do not conform to the majority’s culture. 
In the same sense Kymlicka (1995) argues for “group‑diferentiated rights”, which 
implies that some group minorities are exempt from obeying laws that are contrary 
to their cultural or religious beliefs.

One way or another, multiculturalism defends the rights of minorities and migrants 
to practise their culture, such as religion, language, food and customs. The critics of 
multiculturalism often point out that respecting migrants’ traditions could lead to 
a violation of individual rights, such as in the case of female genital mutilation for 
young girls, or arranged marriages without the consent of the couple getting married.

Diferent European countries have adopted diferent ways of integrating migrants. 
For instance, the French model is closer to assimilation, since it intends to unify the 
cultures of the natives with the ethnic minorities. However, the British and Dutch 
models follow a more multicultural approach to the integration of migrants. Although 
proposing diferent solutions, both assimilation and multiculturalism are concerned 
with the disadvantages migrants face in comparison to the native population. Failures 
of integration may lead to downward integration or social exclusion. The following 
sections refer to the situation of children of migrants in Europe, focusing particularly 
on Spain. They describe the individual and social barriers that children of migrants 
face in order to be successful in education and how education failure together with 
family problems and a racist response from the host society may lead them to join 
ethnically based, violent youth groups.

YOUNG PEOPLE WITH A MIGRANT BACKGROUND IN EUROPE

According to Eurostat statistics there were 25 million frst generation migrants 
in the EU27 countries. This number represented 12.2% of the total population in 
these countries (Eurostat 2011: 122). Individuals belonging to the second, third 
and fourth generations of migrants are more difcult to identify since they tend 
not to be diferentiated in the national statistics. However, the Eurostat 2011 study 
considers that there are around 6 million (2.9% of the total EU27 population) 
native‑born persons aged 25‑54 who have one parent born abroad, and more than 
4 million (2.1% of the total EU27 population) native‑born persons who have both 
parents born abroad. They are not spread uniformly across Europe. People with a 
migrant background are more numerous in countries with a historically high level 
of immigration such as the United Kingdom, France and Germany, whereas new 
migrant‑receiving countries such as Spain and Italy have a much lower proportion 
of children of migrants.

The statistics show a grim picture for migrants from outside Europe entering one 
of the EU27 countries. The unemployment rate for nationals aged 15‑39 within the 
EU27 countries was 13.1% in 2012, which rose to 14.8% for migrants from other 
EU27 countries and jumped considerably to 17.8% for migrants from outside the 
EU27. Spain has one of the highest unemployment rates of the EU27 countries and 
the fgures tell a similarly bleak story for migrants. The unemployment rates are 



What lies behind school failure, youth gangs and disconnections?  Page 67

28.4%, 32.0% and 36.6% for nationals, migrants from within EU27 and migrants from 
outside EU27 respectively (Eurostat). And even when employed, migrants tend to 
receive lower salaries than nationals (IOE 2012). There are also some jobs traditionally 
assigned to migrants such as food and accommodation services; manufacturing 
and construction in the case of male migrants and household chores in the case 
of female migrants (IOE 2007, 2012). These types of job generally require a lower 
level of education and qualifcation than the migrants have achieved in their native 
country. They also involve worse working conditions than other jobs typically given 
to nationals, showing clear labour market disadvantages.

Although the Europe 2020 strategy emphasises social inclusion, poverty and social 
exclusion are increasing with the economic crisis. In 2008 31% of migrants aged 
25‑54 were at risk of poverty or social exclusion. This fgure was even higher, 35%, 
for migrants arriving from outside the EU27 countries. Likewise, although having 
dependent children in the household does not translate into a higher risk of poverty 
among nationals, it does in the case of migrants (Eurostat 2011:63).

The family situation of migrants has a bigger impact on their children’s well‑be‑
ing than it does on those of nationals. If we consider educational achievements, 
persons with a migrant background are more likely to leave education and train‑
ing before getting an upper secondary qualifcation. Although the early school‑ 
leaving rates decrease from frst to second generation, they are still relatively high.28

Perhaps counter‑intuitively, persons with a mixed background (one native parent 
and one foreign) and persons with an entirely foreign background outperform 
their native classmates in terms of educational attainment.29 However, this could 
be because the very lowest achievers from a foreign or mixed background have 
already dropped out of the education system. So although migrants and their 
descendants have a higher risk of leaving school early (before getting an upper 
secondary qualifcation), those who stay are more likely to study a further edu‑
cation degree than the nationals. These statistics demonstrate the positive efect 
of schooling on inclusion of young people with a migrant background, especially 
for the second and third generations.

Spain stands out from other European countries for its soaring early school‑leaving 
rates:30 40% for frst generation migrants, 45% for persons with a foreign back‑
ground, 29% for persons with a mixed background and 28% for natives (Eurostat 
2011:127). These fgures point at concerning disconnections between young 
people and education institutions, especially in the case of young people with a 
migrant background.

28. In 2008 these were 26% in the case of the frst generation, 17% for persons with foreign heritage 
and 14% for nationals and mixed background together (Eurostat 2011: 125).

29. In 2008 the percentage of people with low educational attainment was 35% for frst generation 
migrants, 23% for persons with a foreign background, 20% for persons with a mixed background 
and 24% for natives (Eurostat 2011: 125).

30. The rate of early school leavers is defned as the proportion of the population aged 18‑24 with only 
lower secondary education or less and no longer in education or training (European Commission 
IP‑13‑324, 2013)
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CONNECTIONS AND DISCONNECTIONS FOR YOUNG  
PEOPLE WITH A MIGRANT BACKGROUND IN SPAIN

Unlike host countries such as the United Kingdom, France or Germany, which have 
experienced immigration for a relatively long time, Spain started to receive high 
numbers of immigrants in the 1990s. At that point, Spain began to change from 
a country which loses natives through emigration to becoming a net recipient of 
migrants. However, the recent economic crisis seems to be changing this again 
and more and more young people, either with a migrant background or native, are 
migrating to richer countries to fnd better employment opportunities.

The restrictive 1985 Migration Law responded to the pressures from other European 
countries that feared Spain would become the main entry point to Europe from Africa 
and Latin America after the relaxation of national borders enabled by the Schengen 
agreements in 1985 (Tornos and Aparicio 2002). Although at that time the number 
of immigrants in Spain was very low, the negative image of migrants as a burden 
on social services and as the cause of higher unemployment were common in the 
political world as well as in the media. The Organic Law 7/1985 made it necessary to 
have some sort of employment for migrants to pass through the Spanish borders. 
These restrictions resulted in some immigrants becoming “illegal”, which then con‑
tributed to further migrant discrimination, exclusion and marginalisation (Tornos 
and Aparicio 2002; Calavita 1998).

Since then, the Spanish immigration laws O.L. 4/2000 and O.L. 2/2009 have emphasised 
immigrant integration as being a transversal issue in all the immigration policies, 
through education, employment, social inclusion and active citizenship (Oberaxe 
2011: 117‑119). In theory this integration should be a dynamic multicultural two‑way 
process, where the host society needs to adapt to include new cultures and identi‑
ties. In reality, however, the burden of integration falls on the immigrants who are 
expected to assimilate into the mainstream Spanish culture (Solanes 2009: 315).

Educational barriers

Students of a migrant background tend to complete fewer years of secondary 
education than their native peers (Eurostat 2011, Szalai 2010, 2011). The already 
mentioned 45% early school‑leaving rate for persons with a foreign background 
(Eurostat 2011:127) in Spain is, among other factors, related to cultural shock. Similar 
to what happens to children of migrants in other European countries, the Spanish 
reality hardly ever lives up to the expectations they had before they started the 
migration journey. For example, the houses are smaller than they are used to, the 
culture feels strange, the schools are diferent and they have difculties expressing 
themselves in the language of the host country.

Lack of language abilities along with religious diferences, especially for Muslim 
migrants, have been linked to social isolation and a lack of integration in other 
European countries, not just in Spain. Latin America is the main source of migration 
to Spain; even when Spanish is the main ofcial language and Catholicism the most 
popular religion in both countries, some young people from a Latin American back‑
ground struggle to succeed in education and the labour market. The percentage 
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of young people from Latin America between 18 and 24 who are not in education, 
employment or training has increased from 19.6% in 2007 to 30.0% in 2011 (IOE 
2011: 78).31 So if it is not language or religion that hinders their integration, then what 
does? There are many idiomatic and cultural diferences that are often ignored by 
education policies and schools who focus their support on migrant students whose 
frst language is not Spanish.

Other factors that contribute to low school attainment for some students from 
Latin America seem to relate to educational diferences in the country of origin 
and Spain. The incorporation into the Spanish education system, sometimes after 
completing primary school in their host country, and the everyday cultural difer‑
ences make progression to post‑compulsory education such as university more 
difcult. However, these barriers should not overcast European society’s percep‑
tion of migrant learners and, particularly, teachers’ expectations of their migrant 
students. It is important to emphasise that the high percentages of early school 
leaving among students with a migrant background should not lead to blaming the 
country of origin or the students’ attitude. They should instead move institutions 
to pay extra attention to the causes of this problem and try to remove, or at least 
overcome, the barriers attached to migrants attempting late incorporation into 
the European education system.

Migration also changes family relations. Children of migrants often stay in their 
country of birth until their parents save enough money to bring them to the host 
country. This separation tends to produce negative consequences in their school 
performance, at frst in their native country but also when they arrive in their new 
host country. And the developments that took place during this absence from their 
parents change the parental relationship and often alter the patterns of authority 
resulting in a more difcult home life (Buelga 2010).

Another factor afecting migrants is the difcult working conditions they experience 
in Spain, with a 36.53% unemployment rate at the end of 201232 (INE 2013:5) forcing 
them to accept low salaries and long working hours. These long working hours often 
shorten the time that parents can spend with their children. According to the 2007 
survey more than one third of young migrants in Spain spend more than 6 hours 
alone per day (INE 2007).

The economic value of education is also worse for migrants. Adult migrants seem to 
arrive with higher levels of education than the average native Spaniard (IOE 2007). 
However, their human capital is not absorbed into the Spanish labour market, where 
many migrants are placed in unskilled and unstable positions, such as construction 
for male migrants and domestic service for female migrants. This mismatch between 
their parents’ qualifcations and their employment often lowers the second gener‑
ation’s aspirations.

31. The number of young people between 18 and 24 not in education, employment or training 
(NEET) – known as “Ninis” in Spain – increased from 12.1% to 25% for native Spaniards and from 
24.9% to 36.2% for migrants. Among the migrant youth the most worrying fgures are those for 
African NEET migrants: 40.6% in 2007 and 52.4% in 2011 (IOE 2012:78).

32. The unemployment rate for nationals was 24.23% (INE 2013: 5).
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The economic crisis has led to the deterioration of living and working conditions 
for migrants. In Spain in 2010 more than half of the working migrants did not earn 
the equivalent minimum salary in a year. The poverty rate for migrants is much 
higher than that of Spanish nationals; it has reached 31% with, disturbingly, 10.8% 
experiencing extreme poverty (IOE 2012).33 The crisis has resulted in a worsening of 
their image and provoked anti‑immigration attitudes – suspicion, fear and rejection. 
From 2007 to 2010 the percentage of people who thought that illegal immigrants 
should be deported increased from 12% to 20%, those who would like to deport 
immigrants who have committed any type of crime also increased from 68% to 
73%, and the support for deporting unemployed immigrants increased from 39% 
to 43% (IOE 2012).

Young people with a migrant background often report that anti‑immigration atti‑
tudes leave them feeling inferior, regarded with suspicion, or treated as though they 
were second‑class citizens. Some complain they are victimised by the police because 
of their ethnicity. This ethnic profling has been denounced by several civil society 
associations. These types of clashes with the police are extremely negative for social 
integration, since they diminish the trust in public institutions and lower migrants’ 
confdence and social capital (Putnam 2007). For social integration to be successful, 
it is necessary that public institutions act in an equal and fair manner regardless of 
the ethnic or migrant background (Kumlin and Rothstein 2010).

The stereotypes and prejudices against foreigners are reinforced by a sensational‑
istic media and are exploited by politicians for their own gains. These xenophobic 
attitudes from the native population pose a serious barrier to social integration. As 
a reaction to this rejection, some young people of migrant background feel more 
comfortable not only with other young peers from the same country of origin, but 
also with people from the same continent or any non‑native as a whole. Migration 
seems to entail dynamic identity shifting, where social distance is narrowed among 
children of migrants from not only the same country, region or continent but from 
any other migrant background simply because they are all made to feel like outsiders 
(Putnam 2007; Alba and Nee 2003). As a result, strong connections are made among 
young people with a migrant background, often at the expense of integration, with 
natives and children of migrants becoming disconnected.

The presence of other persons with a migrant background in the classroom, school 
or neighbourhood facilitates socialisation and helps restore the pride of coming 
from a migrant background. However, this pride and the barriers to integration are 
exploited by subversive and often criminal groups. Youth gangs usually have an ethnic 
component such as Black Caribbean in Britain and North African in France (Szalai 
2011:18). What has been called “Latin gangs” in Spain plays a crucial role in the lives of 
some young people of Latin American background, particularly those from Ecuador, 
Colombia and the Dominican Republic. However, it is necessary to emphasise that a 
very small percentage of young people with a Latin American background actually 
belongs to these gangs or commit crimes. The following section should not be used 
to criminalise a population who are already victims of anti‑immigration attitudes. 

33. The poverty rate for nationals in 2010 was 19% and extreme poverty was 6.7% (IOE 2012).
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It intends to describe the risks that disconnections with the host society may result 
in for children of migrants.

“Latin gangs”

Diferent youth gangs fght over urban territory; they use clothes, grafti, hand 
gestures and other symbols as signs of identity which can lead to violence if used 
in the wrong area. Violence between and within gangs is common and is often used 
in initiation rites, to gain respect, as control mechanisms, as punishment both inside 
the gang and among gangs and in order to establish the hierarchy (Buelga 2010).

Disconnections with the host society are behind the entry into these gangs. The 
need to belong, together with a perceived need for protection, is used by these 
groups to attract young people with a migrant background who feel vulnerable. 
They present an alternative to school that usually involves gatherings in the street 
and home parties during the day. And with poorer living conditions than natives, the 
street often becomes a social space where immigrants hang out with their friends.

Alcohol, drugs, the opportunity to meet people of the opposite sex and have fun 
with friends all seem to be commonly appealing for both native and migrant youth in 
general. But the addition of the restoration of ethnic pride and the imposed respect 
through fear and violence is more common in these gangs. For those members of 
gangs who are serving sentences in young ofenders’ institutions there seems to be 
a predominance of dysfunctional families. Domestic abuse, alcoholism and broken 
families are unfortunately all too common experiences for these young ofenders 
and they often fulfl the prophecy of victims who become victimisers.

Entry into these gangs is also linked to school absenteeism and dropout. They ofer 
an alternative to the school routine, providing leisure and entertainment such 
as house parties, street gatherings, etc. They provide support for those who feel 
disconnected from school, making them feel part of a group. School failure, family 
problems and youth gangs form a vicious cycle for children of migrants. Therefore, 
policies aiming to tackle and prevent youth criminality need to pay attention to 
the educational barriers and family situation such as parents’ working conditions 
together with xenophobic attitudes from public institutions and private individuals.

A TRIPLE JOURNEY

Children of migrants experience a triple journey (Feixa 2005). First, a geographical 
voyage: moving to the host country is a journey that many of them only complete after 
a separation from their parents who have worked hard to aford their plane tickets. 
Second, a cultural journey: the shock of encountering a reality that often difers dras‑
tically from their expectations, where not only the climate, houses, language, school 
and culture are diferent but where even their parents have changed, often for the 
worse (Buelga 2010). Third, the natural journey: from childhood to adulthood, with the 
typical changes, transgressions and search for identity associated with adolescence.

The life trajectories of young people with a migrant background refect unequal 
opportunities and diferent degrees of successful integration. Although many children 
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of migrants do succeed in achieving a good educational degree and a respectable 
position in the labour market, the statistics show that they face more barriers than 
their native peers. A high proportion of these young people report the disconnec‑
tion with the host country in terms of the small number of native friends they have 
made, the unequal treatment by public institutions such as the police force and the 
unfair access to the job market, among other reasons.

When language and religion are shared with the majority of the host society – such 
as most Latin American migrants in Spain – ethnicity still seems to be a distinctive 
marker that attracts xenophobic attitudes. Although often used in the migration 
literature (Portes and Zhou 1993), on their own ethnicity, language, nationality 
and age of arrival do not determine the second generation’s upward or downward 
integration. Socio‑economic factors, including family structure, working hours of 
parents and individual aspirations seem to be necessary explanatory factors. The 
most common characteristics of members of youth gangs include a lack of economic 
resources, belonging to mother‑headed families compounded with long working 
hours, domestic violence, issues of masculinity and experience of anti‑immigration 
attitudes (Ron Balsera, forthcoming; IOE 2007 and 2012; Buelga 2010).

The school is the main institution for facilitating successful integration of young 
people with a migrant background. However, these students often feel like outsiders, 
they struggle to make friends with natives and many of them drop out altogether. In 
the case of Spain, the major concentration of dropouts seems to take place in lower 
secondary school, particularly third and fourth years. Compensatory programmes 
such as adult education and short vocational training courses seem to be successful 
in rescuing some of those students who previously abandoned mainstream educa‑
tion. Nonetheless, the number of students with a migrant background in institutions 
ofering these remedial courses is disproportionately high, which sometimes results 
in a stigma being attached to these courses.

The family is the frst place for socialisation. Many children of migrants resent the 
scarcity of time they spend with their parents. This situation is characteristic of 
migrants who have moved for economic reasons and work in low‑skilled jobs where 
workers’ rights are often violated. Some researchers estimate that migrant mothers 
work as much as 10 to 16 hours per day in order to support their families (Arellano 
2004; UGT 2001). Many migrant women are employed as domestic workers. Using 
the concept of “global care chains” (Hochschild, Hutton and Giddens 2000), one could 
conclude that these children who are left alone at home while their mothers work 
are the end of the chain. In contrast, some native Spanish families enjoy a surplus of 
care, having a mother, a nanny and a cleaner working for them at home. To fll this 
void of company and attention, many of these young people turn to gangs, which 
ofer themselves as a second family. But as we have seen, they often lead to violence 
and criminality (Delpino Goicochea 2007; Feixa et al. 2006; Suárez‑Orozco 2000).

European society’s xenophobic attitudes make upward integration more difcult, 
pushing young people with migrant backgrounds to lower their career expectations 
and drop out of school. Some children of migrants fnd support in similar ethnic 
groups against both the subtle and explicit psychological and, in some cases, physical 
aggressions that they face in their daily lives. However, like every group of friends, 
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these street gangs improve the well‑being and social cohesion of their members 
(Nolan 2009). In particular, most ethnic groups convert the migration stigma into 
pride. However, some of these groups carry out criminal activities and become criminal 
gangs. Brainwashing and violence are characteristic of these criminal groups’ modus 
vivendi (Ron Balsera, forthcoming; Buelga 2010). The distance between these Latin 
gangs’ values and their parents’ or the Spanish middle class values, further deprive 
these adolescents from acquiring social capital. The result is what Portes defnes as 
downward assimilation (Portes and Zhou 1993).

CONCLUSION

Migrants usually face greater risks than nationals. They are at higher risk of poverty 
and they typically experience lower pay, insecure jobs and discrimination (IOE 2007). 
Immigrants sufer from a segmented labour market unequally structured on the 
basis of gender, ethnicity, nationality and social class. The intersections of these axes 
of oppression become key explanatory elements for the trajectories of individual 
mobility. These trajectories afect their children’s development and opportunities, 
often condemning them to lower levels of well‑being. The scarce care and attention 
that parents’ long working hours result in may translate into the children developing 
low self‑esteem, dropping out of school and, in some cases, into criminal activities 
and eventually social exclusion.

The integration and well‑being of children of migrants cannot be separated from that 
of their parents. Despite completing an important part of their socialisation process 
in Spain, young people of migrant background are often discriminated against and 
excluded from mainstream culture. As a result, they are caught between keeping 
their parents’ migrant culture, assimilating to the host society’s middle‑class norms 
or developing a new hybrid identity (Alba and Nee 2003; Portes and Zhou 1993). 
Certain resistance mechanisms developed to create a sense of belonging may lead 
to connections with youth gangs and criminal activities.

Social policies need to focus on endowing individuals with adequate resources and 
real opportunities both inside and outside the education system. This would include 
the creation and maintenance of a suitable environment that promotes multicul‑
tural and intercultural understanding, where bonding and trust within groups and 
bridging these groups is encouraged along with a full participation of minorities in 
European society.

Although the current immigration laws and policies emphasise integration as being 
a dynamic two‑way process, in reality, the burden of integration falls on immigrants 
who are expected to assimilate. Media and politics portray immigrants as a burden 
to social services and, sometimes, as criminals. They foster xenophobic images that 
leave children of migrants little room for successful integration. Likewise, the spread 
of practices such as police ethnic profling lowers young people’s trust in public 
institutions and hinders the sense of belonging to a diverse European society. These 
barriers to integration often lead to resistance mechanisms, such as in‑group soli‑
darity, but also to disconnection with the host society, segregation, and downward 
assimilation into youth gangs with criminal links.
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Therefore, European social policies need to take into account migrant families’ vul‑
nerable positions, paying particular attention to inequalities related to ethnicity, 
social class, gender and age which may result in lower levels of well‑being and, 
consequently, social exclusion. To promote the integration of children of migrants, 
the education system should be a safe and encouraging place where gender, ethnic 
and social class diferences do not translate into unequal opportunities. Education 
institutions should ensure that natives and students with a migrant background 
socialise, connect, learn about one another and adapt to the wealth of diversity on 
ofer in their society.
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