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1234IMMIGRANT STUDENTS 
WITH LIMITED OR 

INTERRUPTED FORMAL 
EDUCATION: THE INFLUENCE 
OF HIGH EXPECTATIONS AND 

ADULT ROLE MODELS ON 
EDUCATIONAL INCLUSION

ABSTRACT
This exploratory study examines non-refugee immigrant 
students with limited or interrupted formal education (SLI-
FE) from Latin America pursuing their secondary education. 
The education system and the language (English) used differ 
from the system and language (Spanish) used in their home 
countries, leading to the educational exclusion of this group. 
Therefore, we focus on analysing the positive role of high 
expectations and adult role models concerning the educa-
tional inclusion of SLIFE in the host country. To this end, we 
conducted an empirical research using the communicative 
approach, interviewing 36 Latin American SLIFE between 15 
and 20 years and 14 of their families. 
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INTRODUCTION

	 In	 recent	 years	 Europe	 has	 been	 facing	 an	 unprecedented	migration	 crisis.	
One	of	the	biggest	challenges	facing	destination	countries	is	to	ensure	that	minors	
acquire	the	best	possible	education.	However,	statistics	show	that	immigrants	have	
worse	educational	outcomes,	as	the	PISA	results	of	the	latest	editions	show	(OECD,	
2019).	Specifically,	“the	average	score	in	reading	amongst	immigrant	students	acro-
ss	OECD	countries	was	452	points;	non-immigrant	students	averaged	42	points	hig-
her.	On	average,	first-generation	immigrant	students	scored	440	points	in	reading,	
while	second-generation	immigrant	students	scored	465,	on	average	(OECD,	2019,	
Table	II.	B	1.9.3).
	 Nevertheless,	 immigrant	 students	 are	not	homogeneous	 (Valero	and	Platja,	
2017.;	OECD,	 2019.).	 Among	 them,	 the	most	 vulnerable	 are,	 for	 example,	 those	
who	recently	arrived	on	the	coasts	of	Spain,	Malta,	or	 Italy.	Among	other	 issues,	
they	have	suffered	a	disruption	in	their	education	due	to	experiencing	several	mi-
grations	and	those	who	have	difficulties	 in	achieving	educational	success	are	the	
so-called	students	with	 limited	or	 interrupted	 formal	education	 (SLIFE)	 (Custodio	
and	O’Loughlin,	2020.).	SLIFE	have	unique	needs	that	require	specific	attention	in	
the	socio-educational	field	(Evans,	Gable	and	Habib,	2021.;	Browder,	2018.),	such	
as	“their	limited	first-language	literacy	skills,	frequent	gaps	in	academic	knowledge	
and	 skills,	 and,	 sometimes,	 critical	 social	 and	 emotional	 needs.	 Also,	many	 tend	
to	arrive	unaccompanied	as	teenagers”	(Custodio	and	O’Loughlin,	2020.:	2).	They	
are	especially	at	 risk	of	 failing	or	dropping	out	of	 traditional	academic	programs	
(Fry,	2003.).	Despite	the	specific	characteristics	of	this	sub-group	and	the	need	for	
specific	programs,	they	have	not	been	studied	in	depth	in	the	European	context.	
Therefore, it is vital to use the evidence collected in countries such as the United 
States	to	help	them	succeed	in	the	European	educational	systems.
	 Specifically,	research	on	SLIFE	by	the	international	scientific	community	indica-
tes	that	between	10	and	20%	of	English	language	learners	in	the	U.S.,	all	immigrant	
students,	have	experienced	interruptions	in	their	formal	education	(Lukes,	2015.).	
Far	from	decreasing,	this	population	will	grow	as	global	conflicts	such	as	the	war	in	
Syria	and	economic	differences	between	more	and	less	developed	countries	cause	
an	increase	in	migratory	flows,	which	go	hand-by-hand	with	the	movements	of	mi-
nors. 
	 Their	 interrupted	education	 implies	 that	 they	usually	do	not	speak	the	new	
language	of	instruction,	and	their	educational	level	may	be	at	least	two	years	below	
that	of	their	peers	(Freeman,	Freeman	and	Mercuri,	2002.;	DeCapua	and	Marshall,	
2010.;	DeCapua,	2016.).	In	addition	to	the	educational	characteristics	and	difficul-
ties,	the	problems	that	have	caused	their	educational	interruption	are	added,	such	
as	the	fact	that	they	can	be	caused	by	the	war	in	their	countries	of	origin	or	natural	
disasters	(Office	of	English	Language	Learning	and	Migrant	Education,	2008.).	Furt-
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hermore,	these	situations	often	lead	to	mental	health	problems	such	as	post-trau-
matic	stress,	influencing	their	academic	performance	(Perreira	and	Ornelas,	2013.).	
Moreover,	immigrant	students	in	general	and	SLIFE	students	in	particular,	face	com-
plex	 family	situations	(Suárez-Orozco,	Todorova	and	Louie,	2002.	 );	 trips	to	reach	
the	country	of	destination	alone	and	during	which	they	might	be	victims	of	abuse	
(Sangalang	et	al.,	2019.);	the	need	to	support	the	family	financially	leads	some	of	
them	to	contribute	through	jobs	inside	and	outside	the	home	(Orellana,	2001.),	as	
well	as	problems	in	the	new	culture	(Brunton	and	Jeffrey,	2014.).	Although	they	di-
rectly	reflect	on	their	academic	results,	these	difficulties	transcend	the	educational	
level	and	require	the	coordinated	intervention	of	more	professionals.	These	profes-
sionals	might	be	school	social	workers,	who	can	address	social	problems	and	make	
the	reality	of	these	students	known	to	their	teachers,	so	that	the	teachers	could	
address	SLIFE	academic	performance	more	effectively.
	 This	group	faces	enormous	challenges	associated	with	cultural	changes	that,	
without	the	necessary	support,	are	difficult	to	overcome,	and	therefore	this	often	
leads	to	failure	and	higher	dropout	rates	(Fry,	2003.	in	Spaulding	et	al.,	2004.).	This	
necessary	support	goes,	in	many	cases,	beyond	what	teachers	can	give	despite	their	
care	(Hos,	2016.),	because	it	derives	from	socio-emotional	and	economic	situations	
that	exceed	their	mission	and	 that	 require	 the	 involvement	of	other	educational	
professionals.
	 In	 this	 line,	 our	 research	 belongs	 to	 the	 larger	 Project	 “Understanding	 Stu-
dents	with	Interrupted	Formal	Education,	co-constructing	new	opportunities,”	de-
veloped	as	part	of	a	request	from	the	Northeastern	U.S.	public	administration.	The	
goal	of	this	project	was	to	understand	in	more	depth	the	characteristics,	strengths	
and	needs	of	the	students	identified	as	SLIFE	in	the	district,	with	the	ultimate	obje-
ctive	of	providing	better	services	and	interventions	targeted	at	their	specific	needs.	
All	this	departing	from	their	voices,	including	students	and	their	families,	is	a	lea-
ding	contributor	to	our	research,	as	qualitative	studies	with	this	population	are	not	
very	extensive.	This	article	summarises	the	main	contributions	of	the	exploratory	
research,	developed	by	social	workers,	regarding	the	characterization	of	SLIFE,	their	
educational	difficulties,	and	how	socialization	through	adult	role	models	and	high	
expectations	for	their	education	can	contribute	to	their	social	inclusion.	We	consi-
der	it	a	fundamental	element	from	the	point	of	view	of	social	work	and	that	can	be	
promoted	by	these	professionals	in	schools.
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Relevance of family and social environment for 
SLIFE’s educational inclusion: Adult role models and 
high expectations

	 As	already	noted,	alongside	the	purely	academic	elements,	other	contextual	
elements	 for	SLIFE,	such	as	personal	and	 family	situations,	should	be	considered	
because	they	may	affect	educational	outcomes.	As	a	result,	the	students	may	face	
a	difficult	situation	compounded	by	assimilating	to	a	new	school	environment	with	
a	new	language	(Brunton	and	Jeffrey,	2014.).	This	adaptation	by	the	immigrant	stu-
dents	in	general	and	specifically	for	SLIFE	can	be	traumatic,	as	they	might	discover	
that	they	are	far	behind	their	peers	in	terms	of	academic	levels.
	 Moreover,	several	authors	have	echoed	how	the	differences	between	the	sc-
hool	system	of	origin	and	the	host	school	system	may	create	difficulties,	especially	
for	students	at	risk	of	school	failure	(Li,	2007.;	Suarez-Orozco,	Suarez-Orozco	and	
Todorova,	2008.).	Departing	from	the	studies	of	Hall	(1976.)	described	below,	Ibarra	
(2001.)	justifies	this	cultural	imbalance	that	can	be	useful	in	analyzing	SLIFE.	Accor-
ding	to	Hall	(1976.),	different	cultures	can	be	classified	on	a	continuum,	from	those	
based	on	 low	context	 (L.C.)	 to	 those	 relying	on	high	 context	 (H.C.),	 representing	
essential	differences.	While	the	former	cultures	are	more	focused	on	the	individual	
(e.g.,	maybe	more	competitive	and	 focused	on	 individual	work),	 the	 latter	 is	ba-
sed	on	the	collective	(e.g.,	teamwork,	community-based	 learning).	Thus,	cultures	
of	countries	such	as	Germany	or	the	U.S.	are	at	the	low	end	of	the	continuum	and	
are,	for	example,	based	more	on	the	individual.	In	contrast,	the	Mediterranean	and	
Latino	cultures,	which	are	 located	nearer	the	high	end,	are	more	focused	on	the	
context.	 These	 categories	 are	not	 absolute	 and	do	not	describe	everyone,	 as	 all	
people	do	not	respond	equally	depending	on	their	background.
	 Based	on	this	theory,	Ibarra	developed	how	this	cultural	perspective	influen-
ces	education	by	studying	Latino	students	in	American	universities.	The	study	assu-
med	that	Latino	students	come	from	H.C.	cultures	and	integrate	into	an	L.C.	culture,	
such	as	the	American	culture,	creating	»a	cultural	dissonance«	(Ibarra,	2001.:	90).	
In	this	case,	it	is	argued	that	students	must	adapt	to	new	values,	such	as	speciali-
zation	or	fragmentation,	which,	together	with	the	 lack	of	social	support	systems,	
contributes	to	a	sense	of	loneliness	and	isolation	(Martin,	2015.).	For	DeCapua	and	
Marshall	 (2010.)	and	DeCapua	(2016.),	the	same	thing	occurs	with	SLIFE,	as	they	
often	come	from	H.C.	cultures,	with	strong	collectivist	roots.	This	entails	different	
ways	of	doing	things	and	learning	from	those	found	in	the	U.S.	and	can	create	adap-
tation	difficulties	and	academic	challenges,	with	the	whole	community	becoming	
a	key	factor	for	educational	success.	As	the	immediate	reference	in	their	context,	
the	community	is	essential	for	inclusion	in	education,	given	its	proven	relevance	as	
a	motivational	factor	in	the	educational	decisions	of	immigrant	students	(Zimmer-
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man-Orozco,	2015).	In	H.C.	cultures,	adults	become	a	vital	reference	for	students,	
as	they	are	of	great	relevance	for	SLIFE;	if	their	influence	is	positive,	it	can	serve	as	
a	bridge	between	the	H.C.	culture	and	the	new	L.C.	one.
	 The	influence	of	expectations	on	immigrant	students	in	general	(Portes	et	al.	
2011.)	and	Latino	immigrants	in	particular	(Dabach	et	al.,	2018.;	Carpenter,	2014.,	
among	others)	has	been	widely	studied,	both	in	general	and	focusing	on	family’s	
expectations	 (Sibley	and	Brabeck,	2017.).	Concretely,	authors	 such	as	Cheng	and	
Starks	(2002.)	noted	that	the	high	expectations	of	all	these	agents	directly	influence	
the	motivation	of	 immigrant	 students.	 They	 also	 stated	 that	 expectations	play	 a	
crucial	role	in	students’	future	decisions	and	their	educational	success.	Therefore,	if	
the	expectations	of	students	do	not	go	beyond	finding	a	job,	it	is	not	easy	to	achieve	
good	academic	results,	so	it	is	crucial	to	address	this	area	and	show	the	students	
that	they	can	go	further	 if	 they	have	a	better	education.	Furthermore,	the	study	
conducted	by	Cheng	and	Starks	(2002.)	noted	that,	in	the	case	of	students	from	cul-
tural	minorities,	the	expectations	of	the	“closer	ones”	have	more	influence	than	the	
expectations	of	teachers	or	peers,	where	“closer	ones”	include	family,	friends,	and	
members	of	the	community	with	influence	on	the	students.	Fundamental	are	family	
expectations	when	parents	and	those	closest	to	the	students	encourage	them	to	
continue	studying	(Koustourakis,	Asimak	and	Spiliopoulou,	2016.).
	 Regarding	families,	we	highlight	the	works	of	Swap	(1993.)	and	Epstein	(2010.)	
already	 referred	 to	 the	 importance	 of	 the	 family-school-community	 relationship	
and	the	different	forms	of	school	involvement.	It	is	paradoxical	that	despite	scienti-
fic	evidence	supporting	this	triangle	as	an	element	of	school	improvement,	current	
programs,	such	as	that	of	the	SLIFE	that	have	participated	in	this	study,	leave	the	
community	and	families	on	the	sidelines.	Likewise,	the	work	of	Baquedano-López,	
Alexander,	and	Hernández	(2013.)	refers	to	the	importance	of	understanding	the	di-
versity	of	getting	involved	in	education	that	families	have,	since	an	ethnocentric	vi-
sion	can	lead	to	undervaluing	the	contributions	of	families.	Taking	the	classic	theory	
of	cultural	capital	applied	to	education	(Bourdieu	and	Passeron,	1970.),	Koustoura-
kis,	Asimaki,	and	Spiliopoulou	(2016.)	use	the	concept	of	»cultural	capital«	to	inve-
stigate	the	similarities	and	differences	between	the	institutionalized	and	objectified	
cultural	capital	of	native	and	immigrant	parents	and	correlate	these	two	forms	of	
cultural	capital	with	their	expectations	for	their	children’s	educational	future	pro-
ving	that	the	educational	expectations,	regardless	of	national	origin	and	educatio-
nal	level,	seem	to	be	very	high.
	 To	sum	up,	high	expectations	from	their	closer	ones	(family,	teachers,	and	com-
munity)	and	the	creation	of	new	role	models	may	change	the	situation	of	exclusion	
experienced	by	SLIFE	and	impact	their	acquisition	of	instrumental	skills,	such	as	a	
second	language.	Moreover,	if	school	social	workers	or	counsellor	teams	know	this	
reality,	it	allows	interventions	to	be	guided	beyond	what	happens	in	the	classroom,	
contributing	through	work	with	the	family	and	the	community	to	the	educational	
improvement	of	immigrant	students.
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METHOD

	 The	methodology	 followed	 in	 this	 study	 was	 based	 on	 the	 communicative	
scientific	 paradigm	 (Gómez,	 Puigvert	 and	 Flecha,	 2011.),	 recognized	 by	 the	 Fra-
mework	Programme	of	the	European	Commission	as	especially	relevant	for	working	
with	vulnerable	groups.	Based	on	this	paradigm,	we	have	followed	the	methodo-
logy	of	the	communicative	approach	in	the	techniques	of	data	collection,	coding,	
and	analysis.

Research and analysis techniques

	 The	research	techniques	used	in	the	fieldwork	were	in-depth	communicative	
interviews	with	families	(14)	and	the	daily	life	stories	with	students	(36).	The	family	
interviews	were	focused	on	specific	aspects	of	their	children,	school,	and	socializa-
tion;	the	communicative	daily-life	story	aims	»not	to	construct	a	biography	of	the	
research	participant	but	instead	to	elicit	a	very	reflective	narrative	of	her	or	his	daily	
life	that	sheds	light	on	important	events,	present,	and	past,	and	reflections	as	well	
as	future	expectations«	(Gómez,	Puigvert,	and	Flecha,	2011.:	240).
	 Students	were	interviewed	in	their	schools	or	homes	in	one	session	between	
45	and	90	minutes.	The	interviewers,	 including	the	researchers,	were	all	educati-
onal	professionals,	especially	school	social	workers,	of	 the	same	 language	as	 the	
respondents.	Interviews	were	conducted	in	the	first	language	of	the	respondents	
(Spanish).	They	were	recorded	(with	the	interviewee’s	consent),	transcribed	by	the	
interviewers,	and	analyzed	by	the	researchers.
	 For	the	analysis	of	the	interviews	and	daily	life	stories	(DLS)	we	have	distingu-
ished	between	the	elements	that	promote	inequalities	(exclusionary	components)	
and	those	that	favour	inclusion	(transformative	components)	(Gómez,	2014.).	Exc-
lusionary	 factors	 are	 those	 barriers	 individuals	 or	 social	 groups	 encounter	when	
attempting	to	be	included	in	a	social	situation	or	to	acquire	a	social	benefit.	For	SLI-
FE,	those	barriers	can	be	situations,	attitudes,	language,	actions,	etc.,	that	prevent	
the	inclusion	of	their	community	in	the	new	education	system	in	terms	of	equality.	
On	the	other	hand,	transformative	factors	are	defined	in	terms	of	opposition	to	exc-
lusionary	factors.	These	elements	can	overcome	the	(external	and	internal)	barriers	
to	the	equal	inclusion	of	the	SLIFE	community	in	society	in	general,	and	in	the	edu-
cational	field	and	academic	success	in	particular.	All	information	collected	throug-
hout	the	project	is	discussed	concerning	this	exclusionary-transformative	axis.
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Sample

	 We	conducted	the	study	 in	a	Northeastern	city	of	 the	United	States.	 In	 this	
study,	28	boys	and	8	girls	participated,	representing	45.6%	of	the	total	Latino	SLIFE	
in	the	district,	and	the	distribution	of	boys	and	girls	respects	the	distribution	of	the	
total	population.
	 Regarding	the	profile	of	these	students,	they	come	from	Central	America	and	
the	Caribbean	 (El	 Salvador	 (64%),	 followed	by	Honduras	 (14%),	Guatemala	 (8%),	
and	the	Dominican	Republic	(8%).	They	are	between	15	and	20	years	old,	and	at	the	
time	of	the	interview,	they	were	participating	in	a	specific	program	for	SLIFE.
Out	of	36	students	interviewed,	2	(6%	of	the	sample)	were	illiterate.	As	students	
and	their	 families	reported,	the	reasons	were	related	to	 individual	safety	and	fa-
mily	needs.	Only	3	out	of	36	of	 the	students	 interviewed	 reported	having	had	a	
kindergarten	education.	Almost	all	the	students	(94%)	reported	that	they	had	been	
enrolled	in	primary	education,	but	half	of	the	high	school	students	had	not	started	
the	7th	grade	in	their	home	countries.	
	 Currently,	only	10%	of	students	state	that	they	regularly	participate	in	extracu-
rricular	educational	support	activities,	and	15%	do	so	occasionally	when	they	need	
support.	The	justification	for	not	participating	is	their	need	to	carry	out	work	irregu-
larly	in	the	afternoons	due	to	poor	family	economic	situation.
	 Regarding	their	family	context,	33%	of	the	students	live	with	only	one	of	the-
ir	 parents	 as	 the	 other	 relative	 stayed	 in	 the	 home	 country;	 31%	 live	with	 both	
parents,	and	36%	do	not	live	with	either	of	their	parents,	living	with	an	extended	
family	or	alone.	Regarding	their	families,	only	half	claim	to	have	attended	meetings	
at	school,	and	it	was	always	due	to	student	misbehavior	or	absences.	Only	one	in	
three	has	attended	the	parents’	group	meetings	due	to	the	difficulties	of	the	sche-
dules	and	work	conciliation.	50%	of	the	students	interviewed	stated	that	they	were	
working	or	were	in	the	process	of	seeking	employment	at	the	time	of	the	interview,	
all	of	them	being	male.
	 For	selecting	the	sample,	the	study	was	presented	by	the	District	Educational	
Administration	at	public	schools	with	the	largest	populations	of	SLIFE.	There	is	a	to-
tal	of	16	schools	with	SLIFE	programs.	However,	only	5	are	for	secondary	students:	a	
school	for	SLIFE	in	Spanish,	one	for	SLIFE	from	Cape	Verde,	two	more	for	SLIFE	from	
Haiti,	and	the	last	school	that	has	4	programs:	one	for	each	of	the	main	communi-
ties	(Spanish,	Cape	Verdean,	and	Haitian)	and	another	multilingual	program.	This	
paper	focuses	on	the	district’s	most	significant	school	with	Latino-SLIFE	program,	
but	the	5	schools	agreed	to	participate	in	the	project.	This	school	has	a	specific	pro-
gram	for	Spanish	speakers-SLIFE	where	all	Latino	SLIFE	are	together	with	one	or	two	
teachers.	There	is	no	interaction	with	students	in	regular	schooling	except	during	
co-curricular	activities	and	only	when	these	students	participate.	A	Spanish	speaker	
social	worker	presented	the	project	in	the	Spanish-SLIFE	classrooms.	Anyone	who	
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wanted	to	participate	was	invited,	ensuring	that	anyone	who	wanted	could	express	
their	opinion	and	reach	a	participation	rate	of	45.6%	of	the	total	Latino	SLIFE.

Ethics in research

	 The	method	received	approval	from	both	the	Institutional	Review	Board	(IRB)	
and	the	ethics	committee	of	the	educational	department	where	the	research	was	
carried	out.	This	 includes,	among	other	things:	that	all	 the	documentation	provi-
ded	to	the	participants	was	prepared	in	their	language;	professionals	from	the	so-
cio-educational	field	(especially	school	social	workers	and	psychologists)	conducted	
the	interviews	in	their	language;	the	consents	were	collected	both	for	the	students	
and	their	parents;	no	publication	derived	from	the	study	included	information	that	
would	allow	 students	 to	be	 identified	and	 the	publications	were	made	after	 the	
completion	of	the	SLIFE	program	by	all	the	participants,	except	for	one	doctoral	the-
sis,	which	was	not	published	open-access.	Finally,	to	avoid	any	possibility	of	iden-
tifying	the	participants,	the	specific	city	where	they	live	was	also	replaced	by	the	
region	according	to	ethical	recommendations.

FINDINGS

	 Having	analyzed	the	past	literature	exploring	the	relevance	of	high	expectati-
ons	for	immigrant	students	and	how	adult	role	models	can	help	them,	we	focused	
mainly	on	how	such	high	expectations	from	the	students	themselves,	family	mem-
bers,	and	other	adult	role	models	positively	 influence	the	manner	in	which	SLIFE	
address	their	academic	challenges.	Furthermore,	we	highlight	how	in	H.C.	cultures,	
such	as	the	Latino	culture,	with	the	importance	given	to	adult	role	models,	the	rele-
vance	that	adults	attribute	to	the	education	of	SLIFE	and	the	expectations	placed	on	
them	will	be	essential	to	achieve	the	educational	inclusion	of	SLIFE.	Consequently,	
we	focused	mainly	on	the	transformative	factors	that	help	SLIFE	overcome	the	exc-
lusionary	situation	regarding	their	academic	success	and	inclusion	in	education.

High expectations for SLIFE

	 One	of	the	greatest	difficulties	with	newcomer	students	is	that	many	do	not	
seek	to	study,	but	rather	get	a	job	due	to	economic	needs	and	shortcomings	enco-
untered	in	their	home	countries.	They	see	their	unrealistic	expectations	disappear	
when	they	discover	that,	in	order	to	stay	in	the	U.S.,	they	have	to	study	and	thus	
obtain	a	student	visa	that	allows	them	to	reside	in	the	U.S.	legally:
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When one comes, at least, one does not come to study but comes to work and 
to help the family, and when I got here, I saw I had to study.

In	addition	to	recognizing	that	studying	is	essential,	it	is	also	common,	especia-
lly	among	girls,	to	show	a	desire	to	go	to	college:

Go to college and get a degree.
Even	so,	they	are	aware	of	the	difficulties	that	they	face	to	get	to	college,	and	

often	they	have	more	immediate	goals,	such	as	finishing	high	school	and,	from	the-
re,	moving	on:

Until I got here, I had nothing in mind. But one always says, »if I get to gradu-
ate I want to be a lawyer, want to be a doctor« or to be honest, I like the attorney 
work. But any white-collar work is good. But as I say, my goal is to finish high school 
and if there is a good little job, take it. But for goals, I have not thought it out, but 
high school… I have a plan to graduate.

In	this	sense,	we	can	see	that	the	students	have	high	expectations.	Identified	
as	a	transforming	factor,	they	identify	education	with	having	a	better	job	and	they	
especially	identify	learning	English	with	a	greater	social	inclusion:

Q- Why are you motivated to study?
St- Because I want to learn English and get a good job. Because here, in this 

country, they look at you as if you were less worthy if one does not know English. 
And I want to learn English so that they will respect me more.

This	motivation	 is	 sometimes	so	obvious	 that	SLIFE	with	younger	siblings	 in	
their	home	countries	seek	to	convey	the	importance	of	education	to	their	brothers	
and	sisters.	However,	since	their	arrival	 in	the	U.S.,	they	have	realized	how	nece-
ssary	it	is:

Yes, because there is a problem. There are many jobs. There we work in agricul-
ture or livestock. That is how I spent life there. For me, I would have liked to study. 
There I have a little brother who wants to come. But I tell him that if he has the 
opportunity, he has to study (...).

High expectations among SLIFE relatives

We	have	observed	that	parents	from	our	sample	encourage	their	children	to	conti-
nue	studying	in	the	Latino	community.	In	many	cases,	the	parents	themselves	could	
not	study	and	see	possibilities	for	their	children	in	the	U.S.	that	they	did	not	have;	
they	appreciate	education	not	only	as	an	opportunity	but	as	a	necessity,	transfor-
ming	their	reality:

A- So they (regarding their parents) tell me to make my best effort. To make the 
effort to learn and be someone in life (...)

Q- What do you think?
A- It is good that they advise me. My mother speaks with her (referring to the 
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sister with whom he lives) very often. My mom, she advises me too. To get somet-
hing. To be someone good in life. Then I take that into account. Because I want to 
be someone in life.

While	future	expectations	 in	their	home	countries	were	not	high,	often	due	
to	the	economic	situation	of	the	country,	in	the	U.S.,	the	expectations	of	the	family	
increase,	and	education	gains	greater	relevance	in	allowing	students	to	get	a	job,	
especially	in	the	case	of	learning	instrumental	skills,	such	as	English:

Q- And your parents, what do they tell you about school?
A- Well, they tell me to learn English.
Q- And why learn English?
A- They tell us that we could have a better job. For example, we could work as 

cashiers.
	 However,	in	this	sense,	a	difference	is	observed	between	the	expectations	of	
new	students.	For	them,	the	priority	is	to	get	a	job	as	quickly	as	possible,	while	the	
students	who	have	 lived	 longer	 in	 the	United	 States	want	 to	 continue	 studying,	
some more than others:
 Q- And you, what do you want more? Finish school and get to work now or go 
to college?
 A- I want to go to college.
	 One	of	the	most	critical	exclusionary	factors	that	emerged	in	the	 interviews	
was	family	involvement	in	school	and	how	it	affects	high	expectations.	Unfortuna-
tely,	our	research	shows	that	this	family	participation	is	still	very	limited.	As	stated	
by	one	of	the	interviewed	students,	parents	still	do	not	know	much	about	the	edu-
cation	that	their	children	receive:

I think it would be nice (parents to participate more) to speak about how they 
behave in school, teachers, which classes they are receiving... because my dad 
knows almost nothing of what I do here in the school, because he has just come to 
one meeting, if my friends are good, the teachers that I have, you know nothing...

The	fact	that	immigrant	parents	might	not	participate	in	school	activities	does	
not	mean	that	they	do	not	participate	in	their	children’s	education.	How	they	par-
ticipate	does	not	necessarily	include	participating	at	the	school,	given	the	barriers	
they	face	(such	as	 lack	of	understanding	English	and	difficulties	 in	fitting	work	ti-
metables	with	school	meetings	and	activities).	 In	fact,	students	believe	that	their	
parents	do	get	involved	in	education:

Q- Sounds like your dad was not involved with your studies. Do you think that 
it would help if he were more involved?

A- He is always aware. What happens is that he has given me the confidence 
to do my homework, to go the school, to do everything at school. As he says, »You 
have to take what is yours. You said you have to do your homework to improve your 
education.«
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In	this	regard,	parents	and	other	relatives	collaborate	as	they	are	able,	by	len-
ding	their	help	at	home,	correcting	homework,	being	aware,	and	using	such	stra-
tegies	to	transform	their	children’s	exclusion	in	education.	For	example,	as	one	of	
the	 interviewees	expresses	regarding	the	poor	school	meeting	attendance	of	her	
family	and	other	families,	she	explains	how,	although	their	families	cannot	go	to	the	
center,	they	have	all	supported	her	at	home	with	math:

Yes, somehow she helps me (referring to her aunt). She does not come here 
(refers to school), but she helps me with math there. She is the one who helps me.

Another	situation	illustrates	the	expectations	parents	have	for	their	children:	
the	fact	that	they	prefer	their	children	to	study	and	not	to	work.	For	the	students,	
this	is	important	because	they	are	aware	that	a	large	number	of	their	peers	in	their	
countries	of	origin	must	work:

Q- Are you aware that many of your classmates have to work because they are 
not in the same situation as you?

A- Yes, that makes me feel that my parents support me.
We	have	even	observed	in	SLIFE	that	little	brothers	receive	financial	support	

from	their	older	brothers/sisters,	which	they	see	as	an	aid	to	their	study:
Q- And your brother, does he help you with your homework?
He	told	me	to	stop	working.	He	gives	me	money.	Also,	my	parents	tell	me	not	

to	work.

Relevance of adult role models in SLIFE education

Typically,	 the	 literature	 considers	 teachers	 as	 important	 references	 for	 this	
community.	It	is	argued	that	if	it	is	shown	that	an	immigrant	can	be	a	teacher,	immi-
grant	students	may	identify	more	with	these	teachers	and	feel	more	supported	and	
understood.	This	also	shows	that	the	authority	figure	or	expert	needs	not	always	be	
from	the	culture	that	is	seen	as	superior	(Flecha,	2013.).

However,	according	to	the	interviews,	relatives	are	the	main	reference	for	SLI-
FE.	For	example,	when	classes	for	adults	are	organized	and	students	appreciate	the-
ir	relatives’	involvement	in	such	classes,	there	is	an	immediate	increment	of	edu-
cational	success.	In	addition,	these	programs	increase	the	confidence	of	families	in	
the	school	workers	and	facilitate	a	more	positive	family-school	relationship.	Thus,	
one	 student	whose	 school	uses	 these	kinds	of	programs	stated	 that	 this	 type	of	
action	develops	a	greater	identification	with	parents	and	more	significant	support	
for them:

A- Yes, they have already told us that parents can come, or brothers or cousins. 
There are classes from 4 to 6 pm.

Q- Ah, good! And you, what do you think about that?
A- Well, it is good for dads who are like us, who need to learn English or learn 
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how to help with tasks.
Q- And do you think that this could improve you and your colleagues’ perfor-

mance?
A- Yes, because they can help us or help people who live as we do. Yes, it would 

help us to learn English. They would talk to us.
In	addition,	students	who	indicated	that	their	families	supported	them	with	

homework	also	made	reference	to	the	fact	that	their	family	members	had	partici-
pated	in	some	type	of	training	program,	demonstrating	that	the	family’s	education	
has	a	direct	impact	on	the	education	of	the	students.

In	the	house,	my	aunt	can	do	all	that.	I	tell	her	to	teach	me.	(…)	she	did	not	
study,	but	is	studying	adult	classes.

DISCUSSION

Past	research	on	SLIFE	and	the	obstacles	they	face	regarding	educational	inc-
lusion	in	the	host	country	has	highlighted	how	the	lack	of	motivation	of	these	stu-
dents	 is	 one	of	 the	 greatest	 difficulties	 encountered.	 In	many	 cases,	 the	 various	
educational	programs	in	the	host	countries	do	not	take	into	account	the	personal,	
family,	and	cultural	context	of	the	immigrant	students.	This	causes	problems	such	
as	truancy,	labelling,	disqualification	of	these	students	and	their	families,	problems	
with	coexistence,	 school	 failure	and	 lack	of	motivation	 (Flecha	and	Soler,	2013.).	
However,	 and	 taking	 into	account	 the	exploratory	 character	of	our	 results,	most	
students	interviewed	are	highly	motivated	to	go	to	school;	although	they	have	di-
fferent	objectives,	their	expectations	are	high.

High	expectations	that	SLIFE	have	about	themselves	and	that	are	manifested	
by	 their	adult	 role	models	become	a	motivational	 tool	 that	directly	 reverses	 the	
negative	 results,	 transforming	 an	 initial	 exclusionary	 situation.	 Thus,	 despite	 the	
belief	that	the	background	of	SLIFE	in	H.C.	cultures,	such	as	Latin	America,	can	cause	
dissonance	when	they	must	adapt	to	an	L.C.	culture,	such	as	that	in	the	U.S.	(DeCa-
pua	and	Marshall,	2010.),	this	importance	given	to	context	can	be	an	advantage	for	
the	educational	inclusion	of	these	students.	Thus,	within	the	group	of	SLIFE	analy-
zed,	the	interactions	between	the	students	and	their	families,	and	even	their	inte-
ractions	with	the	rest	of	the	community	are	highly	valued.	The	students	generally	
consider	their	studies	and	educational	participation	to	be	critical.	Because	of	this,	
when	integrated	into	education,	cultural	links	can	be	seen	not	as	a	handicap,	but	as	
a	factor	to	be	exploited.

Although	authors	analyzing	the	adult	role	models	for	SLIFE	have	focused	on	
members	of	the	community	and	teachers	(Guest	and	Schneider,	2003.;	Spaulding	
et	al.,	2004.;	Zimmerman-Orozco,	2015.),	 in	our	 sample,	 the	 families	 themselves	
acted	as	the	main	adult	role	models	for	SLIFE.	However,	their	opportunities	to	par-
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ticipate	in	school	are	very	limited,	as	Bhopal	reported	in	a	previous	study	(2004.).	In	
general,	all	the	families	agreed	that	their	participation	in	their	children’s	education	
is	very	important	and	that	they	feel	that	they	are	involved,	but	it	seems	that	the	
ways	in	which	they	are	involved	do	not	fit	the	way	school	workers	expect	families	to	
participate.	Here,	we	see	a	great	difference	between	the	expectations	of	the	school	
and	 those	of	 the	 family.	 In	 contrast,	 the	 school	expectations	 focus	on	a	physical	
presence	(e.g.,	attending	meetings);	the	idea	of	“education”	for	Latino	families	of-
ten	entails	supporting	students	from	home,	for	example,	keeping	the	children	from	
working	to	gain	more	education.	At	the	same	time,	families	have	a	low	academic	
background	and	level	of	English,	and	some	feel	that	they	cannot	help	and	prefer	to	
let the teachers do their job.

It	is	essential	to	note	that	the	lack	of	direct	participation	in	school	activities,	
typical	for	a	Western	model	of	education	(LC)	but	different	from	the	model	in	their	
home	countries	(H.C.),	does	not	mean	that	parents	lack	interest	in	the	education	
of	their	children.	In	contrast,	in	the	analysis	of	the	interviews,	we	have	seen	how	
families	understand	their	children’s	education	as	a	necessity	and	an	opportunity,	
especially	regarding	the	acquisition	of	English	for	finding	a	good	job.	This	is	the	idea	
noted	in	the	international	scientific	community	in	the	case	of	immigrant	students	
and	especially	the	newcomers	such	as	SLIFE:	learning	the	new	language	is	essential.	
As	Abedi	(2008.)	noted,	learning	opportunities	are	intimately	linked	to	the	mastery	
of	the	language	of	 instruction.	Moreover,	one	of	the	key	elements	that	 influence	
learning	opportunities	is	the	motivation	that	emerges	from	students’	interactions	
with	all	kinds	of	people,	and	relatives	remain	an	essential	part	of	this	H.C.	culture	
(Zimmerman-Orozco,	2015.).	Thus,	we	have	seen	how	the	high	expectations	that	
these	families	have	about	the	possibilities	for	their	children’s	learning	directly	im-
pact	the	motivation	of	SLIFE.	Some	students	expressed	a	great	interest	in	continuing	
their	studies	and	even	going	to	college.	In	the	end,	families’	high	expectations	stron-
gly	influence	schooling	and	educative	exclusion,	as	Aubert	et	al.,	(2016.)	reported	
previously.

In	short,	the	role	of	the	various	adult	agents	interacting	with	SLIFE	serves	both	
as	a	motivator	and	as	a	reference,	supporting	the	scientific	 literature	that	shows	
how	the	involvement	of	all	educational	agents	can	determine	the	educational	inc-
lusion	of	immigrant	and	ethnic	minority	students	(Spaulding	et	al.,	2004.;	Office	of	
English	Language	Learning	and	Migrant	Education,	2008.).	

CONCLUSIONS

In	contrast	to	SLIFE’s	initial	“loneliness”	in	the	destination	country,	our	explo-
ratory	study	shows	that	the	strength	of	their	own	cultural	context,	which	includes	
the	 family	 and	 community	 in	 educational	 processes,	 can	 contribute	 significantly.	
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This	H.C.	culture	uses	the	importance	of	the	family	and	community	network	as	an	
advantage	for	the	educational	inclusion	of	these	students.	In	this	sense,	as	an	inc-
lusive	element,	we	have	analyzed	the	impact	of	adult	role	models	and	high	expe-
ctations	on	student	motivation,	which	creates	high	expectations	 in	young	people	
about	themselves	and	their	education.	Many	of	these	students,	far	from	being	dis-
couraged	 and	dropping	 out	 of	 school,	 are	 even	 thinking	 about	 college.	 The	 role	
played	by	families	is	essential;	they	are	involved	in	their	children’s	education,	with	
the	 idea	of	providing	them	better	opportunities	that	they	wish	they	had.	All	 this	
is	done	despite	not	being	able	to	participate	in	school	activities,	given	their	diffi-
culties	and	school-related	obstacles	(mismatch	with	working	hours,	long	distances	
between	the	center	and	the	family,	etc.).	Their	support	for	instrumental	learning	is	
smaller,	although	when	family	members	are	involved	in	training	activities	inside	the	
school,	it	directly	impacts	students	by	serving	as	a	positive	reference	and	educatio-
nal	support.	As	we	have	seen,	not	participating	in	school	does	not	mean	that	these	
relatives	do	not	participate	in	education.

To	aid	students	such	as	SLIFE,	who	face	difficulties	in	educational	inclusion,	but	
whose	context	attaches	great	importance	to	education	and	acts	as	a	motivational	
element,	we	are	committed	to	a	holistic	approach	that	addresses	all	areas	of	stu-
dent	life	and,	based	on	scientific	evidence,	promotes	educational	inclusion.	In	this	
sense,	promoting	strategies	that	encourage	the	participation	of	SLIFE	families	in	the	
school	 and	 its	 educational	 activities	would	 reinforce	 SLIFE’s	motivation;	 thereby,	
these	high	expectations	for	SLIFE’s	education	can	become	a	reality.

In	this	aspect,	participation	is	essential	for	teachers	who	are	concerned	and	
involved	and	for	other	specific	professionals,	such	as	school	social	workers.	Teac-
hers	have	a	vital	 teaching	 load	outside	the	school,	so	they	have	minimal	time	to	
pay	attention	to	this	socio-emotional	aspect.	Specific	professionals	must	 transfer	
this	deep	knowledge	of	SLIFE	to	their	teachers	and	help	them	build	strategies	that	
allow	them	to	reach	SLIFE.	At	 the	same	time,	 it	would	also	be	essential	 that	 the	
same	professionals	work	with	 the	 family	and	 the	community,	bringing	 them	clo-
ser	to	the	school	and	making	them	feel	welcome.	We	cannot	expect	teachers	to	
address	all	the	needs	of	these	students	and	their	families;	therefore,	figures	such	
as	family	coordinators,	school	social	workers	and	some	counsellors	are	essential	in	
this	new	school	environment.	Furthermore,	all	these	professionals	must	be	trained	
in	the	characteristics	of	SLIFE	and	the	evidence	collected	on	the	most	appropriate	
way	to	help	them.	Previous	experiences	with	other	immigrant	students	show	that,	
for	example,	through	interactive	groups,	it	is	possible	to	include	families,	the	com-
munity	and	improve	the	academic	results	of	these	students	(Valero,	Redondo-Sama	
and	Elboj,	2018.).
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Limitations

The	 results	 presented	offer	 students	 and	 their	 families’	 vision	 about	 their	 social	
situation	and	how	the	expectations	of	those	close	to	them	influence	them.	Despite	
the	relevance	of	capturing	their	voices	and	learning	more	about	this	group,	resear-
ch	inevitably	has	its	limitations.	We	highlight	that	the	students	interviewed	come	
from	very	few	educational	centers,	so	the	reality	captured	may	differ	from	other	
centers. 
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STUDENTI IMIGRANTI S OGRANIČENIM ILI PREKINUTIM 
FORMALNIM OBRAZOVANJEM: UČINAK VISOKIH 
OČEKIVANJA I ULOGE ODRASLIH UZORA NA UKLJUČENOST U 
OBRAZOVANJE

SAŽETAK

 Ovaj istraživački rad analizira učenike imigrante koji nisu u statusu izbjeglica s 
ograničenim ili prekinutim formalnim obrazovanjem (SLIFE) iz Latinske Amerike koji 
pohađaju srednju školu. Obrazovni sustav i jezik kojim se služe (engleski) različiti su 
od obrazovnog sustava i jezika (španjolski) u zemljama iz kojih dolaze, zbog čega 
dolazi do obrazovne isključenosti ove grupe. Stoga smo se usredotočili na analizu 
pozitivne uloge visokih očekivanja i odraslih uzora u pogledu obrazovne uključenosti 
ovih učnika u zemlji domaćinu. U tu smo svrhu proveli empirijsko istraživanje koriste-
ći komunikacijski pristup, unutar kojeg smo intervjuirali 36 učenika s ograničenim ili 
prekinutim formalnim obrazovanjem iz Latinske Amerike u dobi od 15 do 20 godina 
i 14 od njihovih obitelji.

 Ključne riječi: učenici s ograničenim ili prekinutim formalnim obrazovanjem 
(SLIFE); emocionalni čimbenici; visoka očekivanja; odrasli uzori.
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