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Did you hear about the rose that grew 

from a crack in the concrete? 

Proving nature's law is wrong it 

learned to walk without having feet. 

Funny it seems, but by keeping its dreams, 

it learned to breathe fresh air. 

Long live the rose that grew from concrete 

when no one else ever cared. 

Tupac Shakur 
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this thesis, the unconditional love of my mother, gave me the foundation to grow to the person I am today 

and the person I will become in the future. Furthermore, I would like to thank my partner and family for 

their continuous encouragement. My acknowledgement also goes out to all of the students who were 

willing to share their knowledge en personal stories with me by making time for an interview and inviting 

me into their homes and lives. Their stories have inspired me to believe in my dreams like the “rose that 

grew from the concrete” as well. Last, I would like to thank my thesis supervisor, Marion den Uyl, for here 

practical advice, feedback and sharing her knowledge and insights in the neighborhood Amsterdam 

Southeast in the research and writing process. She challenged me to improve my thinking and writing. 

I have put a lot of time and effort in writing this master thesis and enjoyed the whole process. I hope you 

will enjoy reading the result of this process as well. My hope is that it can contribute to a better 
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With kind regards, 
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1. Introduction 
 

Dutch society, especially the major cities such as Amsterdam, the Hague and Rotterdam, have undergone 

transformative change in terms of the composition of the population. Since 2011 Amsterdam has become a 

‘majority-minority’ city, a city where there is no ethnic majority as more than halve of the population has a 

migrant background. This phenomenon is dubbed ‘super-diversity’ (Crul, Schneider and Lelie, 2013). 

Education is generally considered the key to emancipation and social mobility of migrant groups (Crul et 

al., 2013; Karsten, 2010; van Niekerk, 2004). At the same time it can reproduce social inequality due to 

structural barriers in the educational system as well (Bourdieu 1986; Paulle, 2005; Stanton-Salazar, 1997). 

Despite an intergenerational increase in enrollment of ethnic minorities in higher education, there exists a 

considerable gap in educational achievement between ethnic minority youths and their Dutch native peers. 

From primary school to higher education, ethnic minority youths face educational disadvantages which 

results in a vulnerable position on the labor market. Despite structural barriers in the educational system 

many ethnic minority youths, however, are able to overcome obstacles and reach higher education (Crul 

2012; Forum, 2011). 

This discrepancy of educational achievement between migrant and native Dutch youths is particularly 

visible in multicultural urban neighbourhoods such as Amsterdam Southeast in the ‘majority-minority’ city 

Amsterdam. This neighborhood is known for its wealth in cultural and ethnic diversity and at the same time 

its relatively poor performance in educational achievement compared to other neighbourhoods in the city. 

The neighborhood is also known for its characteristic high-rise honey-comb structured concrete building 

which were once build to become the ‘city of the future’. In contrast to the oasis of peaceful modern living 

for white middle-class families it was supposed to become, the neighborhood slowly turned into a notorious 

disadvantaged urban ghetto afflicted by criminal activities, unemployment and other social ills. To turn the 

tid,e a massive urban restructuring program has been implemented to turn the neighborhood into a safe, 

secure and attractive place to live again. The neighborhood is populated by more than 83 000 people of 

whom more about two thirds have non-western cultural origins, in particular from Surinam, the Dutch 

Caribbean and African countries. About a quarter of the population is made up by people with a native 

Dutch origin (Den Uyl, 2010; Dienst Onderzoek en Statistiek Amsterdam, 2013). 

Through the urban restructuring program many of the concrete high-rise honeycomb shaped buildings have 

been demolished but not all of the social ills have disappeared. A quarter of the citizens and a third of the 

children of this neighborhood depend on a minimum income.  Many of them live in single-parent 
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households and have a Surinamese, Caribbean or other non-western cultural background (Stadsdeel 

Zuidoost, 2006). These circumstances make it difficult for youths to perform optimally in the Dutch 

educational system which is reflected in their educational performance. Youths in Amsterdam Southeast 

attain the lowest average cito-exam scores in Amsterdam, as a consequence only 34 percent of them are 

tracked into high levels of secondary school i.e. HAVO and VWO which prepare them for higher education 

compared to 71 and 73 percent in upper middle class ‘white’ neighbourhoods in Amsterdam South and the 

Center of Amsterdam respectively (Dienst Onderzoek en Statistiek, 2013).  

Despite of unconstructive circumstances many youths manage to climb their way up the social and 

educational ladder and end up at the university, even after their  teachers advised them to attend the lowest 

level of high school education VMBO. I am interested in the underlying reasons of the educational 

performances of migrant youths in Amsterdam Southeast, especially the successful ones. What is the role of 

their self-image, their attitude, their family and friends? Why are some successful and many not? What 

strategies do the successful ones take to attain educational success? I am interested in the experiences, 

meaning, perceptions and beliefs of youths in relation to education because these internal mechanisms 

guide their education-related behaviors and consequently their educational achievement (Oysterman 2006, 

Steele 1997 2004; Mickelson 1990). Like the roses who grow from a crack by keeping its dream, I want to 

learn what drives the successful youths from Amsterdam Southeast to grow despite of difficult 

circumstances in the concrete jungle of Amsterdam Southeast. 

What meaning do migrant youths from Amsterdam Southeast give to school and educational achievement, 

and what role do social, cultural and identity capital and possible selves play in educational achievement? 

1.2 Sub-questions: 

- How do migrant youths from Amsterdam Southeast value and experience educational achievement?  

- What role do social and cultural capital play in attaining educational achievement for migrant 

youths from Amsterdam Southeast? 

- How do migrant youths from Amsterdam Southeast conceptualize themselves and envision their 

future lives in terms of education and career? 

- What roles do identity capital and possible selves play in attaining educational achievement for 

migrant youths from Amsterdam Southeast? 

1.3 Social and scientific relevance 

The gap in educational achievement between native and migrant youths, dubbed the achievement gap, is a 

common phenomenon in post-War, industrialized urban areas such as New York, London and Amsterdam. 

The issue has been central in debates across several streams of theory.  However, relatively little qualitative 

research has been done on this issue in the Netherlands, in particular in disadvantaged neighbourhoods such 
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as Amsterdam Southeast. In addition, most literature is focused on the explanation of the deficiencies of 

migrant youths instead of the structural factors at the root of the problem. I will use several theoretical 

lenses to investigate the educational related experiences, beliefs, strategies and meanings of the migrant 

youths in Amsterdam Southeast who manage to achieve educational success despite difficult social-

economic circumstances.   

The social relevance lies in the larger political debate on the multicultural society and its integration 

debate. In recent years the increasing diversity of the Dutch society has been problematized, both by right-

wing political parties who emphasize the ‘failing integration’ of ethnic minorities and scholars who have 

dubbed this the “the multicultural drama’ (Scheffer, 2000; Wijnberg, 2010). This study can provide a 

different perspective on the increasing diversity in Dutch society, a perspective which emphasizes success, 

upward social mobility and empowerment. In addition, it can provide practical insight to close the 

achievement gap, especially in ‘minority-majority’ cities such as Amsterdam, which can lead to equal 

access to opportunities and  success for all (Crul et al., 2013).  

1.4 Thesis outline 

To gain insight into the proposed issues and questions I will make use of literature educational 

achievement, social, cultural and identity capital and possible selves which is discussed in chapter 2. In 

chapter three I will elaborate on the relevant regional background of Amsterdam Southeast which is 

continued with an explanation of the used methodology in chapter four. In chapter five the educational 

experience of the youths from Amsterdam Southeast will be discussed. In chapter six I will present the role 

of social and cultural capital in their educational achievement. Chapter seven is focused on the role of 

identity capital and possible selves. The study ends with a conclusion and discussion in chapter eight. 
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2. Theoretical framework 
 

In this chapter I will give an overview of the theoretical lens which is used as a foundation to gain insight in 

the education achievement of migrant youths from Amsterdam Southeast, in addition an explanation of the 

central concepts in this study will be given. 

2.1 Educational achievement of migrant youths 

One of the most common concepts in the literature on education in relation to ethnic minorities in urban 

areas is the ‘achievement gap’. It refers to disparities in the gap in educational achievement between ethnic 

minority youths and their white or native counterparts. The gap in educational achievement is usually 

measured in standardized test scores but also exists when school dropout rates, enrollment in higher 

education, post-graduate programs and the tracking of high school students are taken into account (Ladson-

Billings, 2006). In this study educational achievement will refer to standardized test scores such as the Cito-

exam, high school tracking levels - LWOO, VMBO, HAVO and VWO - and enrollments to colleges and 

universities. Especially in the US and UK based research the gap is considered a matter of race and class 

(Ladson-Billings 2006, Richardson 2005). Dutch based research has studied the achievement gap in relation 

to ethnicity and social class (Paulle 2005, Driessen, 2002).   The achievement gap, however, seldom has 

been investigated at the neighborhood level and most of the research lacks qualitative data. By focusing on 

successful youths I aim to investigate which factors are important to achieve educational success which I 

define as the attainment of higher education and the secondary school tracks which give access to higher 

education i.e. HAVO and VWO. 

The Dutch educational system is one of the most complex systems in Europe           

(Crul et al., 2013). It consists of a three stage track starting at 

primary school, followed with secondary and tertiary school which 

consists of different levels. Every child is obliged to go to school 

from the age of 5 until the age of 16. Primary schools are free and 

equally funded by the government. Every child has to choose a 

secondary school after eight years of primary school on the level of 

VMBO, HAVO or VWO. VMBO (literally preparatory middle-level, 

applied education), is the lowest level of secondary education and 

consists of four levels of education varying in the degree of theoretical education and vocational training. 

VMBO gives access to MBO, middle-level applied education, which oriented towards vocational training. 
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The second level of secondary education is HAVO (literally higher continued education), gives access to 

HBO, higher vocational education or the University of Applied Science. The third level, VWO, preparatory 

academic education, gives access to university. The Dutch educational system allows children to move to 

higher levels of education by ‘stacking’ diplomas for example from VMBO to HAVO, from HAVO to 

VWO, from MBO to HBO or from HBO to university. The chance, that a person reaches, higher education 

through this route, however, is three times less than through the direct route (Crul et al., 2013: 51). It takes 

a lot of determination, ambition and time to follow the long route. In addition, the youths and their parents 

need to know what the specific conditions are to move up to higher levels of education such as specific 

courses, a minimum grade level and whether the school offers this. 

 “The transition from primary to secondary school is an important point in structuring someone’s 

educational career” (Gramberg, 1998: 3). In the eighth grade every teacher has to give each child an advice 

for a level of secondary school. This advice however, is often subject to contest by both parents and 

children, because teachers either advice a level which is too high or too low. Therefore schools, use a test 

which is considered an objective test, the cito-exam. This exam, however, is also subject to discussion. Crul 

(2013) argues that the selection mechanisms are not adequate to recognize the talent of children on that age 

because half of the migrant youths in his study reached higher education after being pre-selected for lower 

levels of education. Furthermore, research has shown that the intellectual capacity of teenagers cannot be 

measured by an IQ-test because the teenage brain is prone to change (Ramsden et al., 2011).  

2.2 Beyond the achievement gap: the opportunity gap 

Milner (2012) criticizes the research that has been done on the achievement gap and presents an 

opportunity gap framework to understand and explain educational practice in diverse and urban social 

contexts. He argues that much emphasis is placed on achievement gaps which inherently place much 

attention on standardized tests and forces us to conceptualize migrant youths from a deficit perspective 

instead of questioning structural factors that lead to educational disparities. He argues achievement is 

socially constructed and validated in such a way that certain areas of achievement are valued over others. 

The way in which achievement is constructed should be challenged. Instead of achievement, he argues 

emphases should be placed on the opportunity gap which inherently places emphasis on educational 

practices and processes. To analyze the opportunity gap Milner (2012) developed a framework consisting 

of several aspects which include color-blindness, cultural conflicts, myths of meritocracy, low expectations 

and deficit mindsets.  Color-blindness is the phenomena when educators adopt color-blind beliefs and 

world views in which they don’t recognize how race and ethnicity can affect teachers’ practices and school-

children’s’ experiences. Cultural conflicts can be caused by differences in the culture, norms, behaviors, 

and expectations of students and their teachers and of students’ home environments and the school 
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environments. The myth of meritocracy considers structural socioeconomic factors as main causes of 

opportunity gaps and the explanation for the achievement gap. In contrast to the generally held belief that 

achievement and success as based on merit through hard work, abiding the law and making the right 

choices. Opportunities are not equally distributed because of systemic barriers in society. The low 

expectations and deficit mindsets have an effect on students’ achievement because teachers with these 

beliefs don’t challenge their students with their curriculum which results in mediocre results of the students 

en continues in a cycle.  

Van den Bergh, Dennessen, Hornstra and Voeten (2010) have shown that expectancy effects, which 

includes self-fulfilling prophecies and self-maintaining expectations, can enlarge social inequalities. Self-

fulfilling prophecies are “situations in which a false conception of a situation evokes a new behavior that 

makes the original false conception more or less true” (Van den Bergh et al. (2010: 500). Self-maintaining 

expectations are negative expectations based on “real differences” which lead to low expectations and a 

lower performance. Stereotypes can lead to a prejudiced attitude of teachers in relation to different 

expectations of students and the ethnic achievement hap. Negative prejudiced attitudes of teachers have a 

disposition to evaluate ethnic minority students as being less intelligent and having less prospects for their 

school careers.  

 

2.3 Social and cultural capital & education 

Another theoretical lens combines social, cultural and class aspects of educational performance through the 

concepts of habitus and social- and cultural capital. Bourdieu (1986) argues that there are several forms of 

capital which underlie the structure of the social world, economic, social and cultural capital. These forms 

of capital take time to accumulate, they have an inherent capacity to produce capital and to reproduce 

themselves in similar or different forms.  

Cultural capital can present itself in three forms: in the embodied form consisting of durable 

dispositions in the body and mind, in the objectified form which includes physical items such as books, 

dictionaries, pictures etc. and in the institutionalized form compromising educational qualifications. It may 

explain differences in educational achievement between children from different social classes because 

capital is not distributed equally between different social classes (Bourdieu 1986). According to the social 

scientist cultural capital is embodied which means that it requires a time intensive, often unconscious, 

socialization process of learning and assimilation in a particular social class. This embodied cultural capital 

into a habitus becomes an integral part of a person in the form of competences and capacities which makes 

it difficult to transmit. This approach considers the cultural capital invested by the family as the most 

important and best hidden form of educational investment. 
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 “Social capital is the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to possession 

of a durable network of more or less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition 

– or in other words membership in a group” (Bourdieu 1986: 51). The amount of social capital depends on 

the size of the network of connections an individual is able to mobilize and the amount of economic, 

cultural and symbolic capital available within this network. Social capital is therefore dependent on cultural 

capital because it presupposes a form of mutually acknowledged similarity, recognition and group 

solidarity. According to Bourdieu (1986) the network is maintained and produced by both individual and 

collective investment aimed at the establishment of social relationships which can be usable on the short 

and long term. Cultural capital may explain differences in educational achievement between children from 

different social classes because of the difference in the distribution of cultural capital between the classes. 

This approach considers the cultural capital invested by the family as the most important and best hidden 

form of educational investment.  

Furthermore, Bourdieu (1986) argues that different social arenas require and produce different kinds 

of habitus or ‘feels for the game’. He theorizes these social arenas as “fields’, ‘a network, or configuration 

of objective relations between positions’ (Paulle 2005: 75). A single organization such as a school may be 

conceptualized as a field but a social arena such as the media, or the educational system too. Within these 

fields there is a specific distribution of power, or capital. The habitus, i.e. embodied social processes, are 

dependent on these social and cultural structures. By being socialized in a certain field one may develop a 

‘feel for the game’, that is a practical sense of what to do and what not to do in a particular field. According 

to Bourdieu (1986) this is a predominantly unconscious, bodily and emotional sense commonly known as 

norms and values in a particular setting. Habitus formation processes, especially the upbringing at home, 

lead to an unconscious fit between the internal steering mechanisms and the external. 

School success, human, economic and social development depend on access to regular and 

unobstructed opportunities to construct instrumental relationships with institutional agents. Institutional 

agents are the “individuals who have the capacity and commitment to transmit directly or negotiate the 

transmission of institutional resources and opportunities” (Stanton-Salazar, 1997: 6). Institutional 

resources includes information about educational programs, mentoring and college admission. Institutional 

agents can be teachers, counselors, community leaders, and college going youth in the community and 

middle class family members. In addition school success, human, economic and social development depend 

on the possession of mainstream cultural capital. According to Stanton-Salazar (1997) and Bourdieu (1986) 

schools, and other mainstream institutions, are not simply about formal learning, more fundamentally they 

are about learning how to “decode the system”, learning how the system works (Stanton-Salazar, 1997: 

13). Educational systems and curricula are based dominant white middle-class norms, values, discourses 
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and funds of knowledge in their methods of evaluating youths and tracking them into distinct levels of 

education. School can reproduce structural social inequalities through these mechanisms. 

2.4 School success: possible selves and identity capital 

This section provides an overview of literature on school success. The first section introduces the concept 

of possible selves and identity based motivation of school success and the second section explains the 

theory of identity capital. 

Oysterman (1995, 2006) argues that identity is related to educational performance through the development 

of ‘possible selves’. According to the author, youths construct various identities in adolescence which 

provides them with meaning and a framework to interpret the social context through thoughts, feelings and 

actions. Furthermore, their identities provide them with incentives, standards, strategies, plans and patterns 

of behavior. These identities are negotiated in social contexts and in relationships with others. Possible 

selves are positive and negative images of the self already in a future state. For example the “smart” 

possible self who will graduate from college or the “off-track possible self” who will drop out from school. 

They serve as representations of a person’s aspirations, goals and fears. Plausible possible selves provide 

self-regulated action when it contains effective behavioral strategies and a supporting social context which 

supports the attainment of the implied goals.  

School-focused possible selves consist of the future images regarding a person’s school success and 

academic performance and include expectations of passing or avoiding failing and being smart. According 

to Oysterman (2006) students who have developed detailed and specific school-related possible selves, or 

academic possible selves, and congruent strategies are more likely to attain school success. Furthermore the 

author puts forth that possible selves are balanced when they include both plausible positive possible selves 

and negative possible selves. When youths have balanced possible selves which they regard as plausible 

and realistic they show congruent strategies and self-regulatory behaviors which include doing homework 

regularly, attending classes, engaging teachers, taking notes in class etc. which enhances their school 

success. At the same time they show risk-avoiding behavior to keep away from ‘off-track possible selves’. 

This balance may provide youths with the motivation to attain concrete goals and the perseverance to avoid 

negative possible selves.  

 

The social environment is important in the development of youths’ possible selves. Identity is 

conceptualized as reflecting a particular history, culture and sociological time (Eriksen in Oysterman 2006). 

The potential of self-regulatory behavior can be undermined when the social context does not support the 

possible selves. Middle class contexts are more likely to provide a structure to attain academic possible 

selves through parent involvement, teachers, peers who emphasize homework, persistence in the face of 
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obstacles, tutoring and extracurricular activities when needed, this can be conceptualized as social and 

cultural capital. Students from low economic status generally have less access to these resources, they are 

more likely to be faced with images of low achievement such as unemployed parents and poverty. For the 

latter group it will be difficult to bring to mind academic possible self and related strategies.   

 

According to Coté (1996) institutions and cultures have a socializing influence, they foster the 

development of certain character-types. He argues that the late-modern society is characterized by a lack of 

institutional support and guidance in personal development of individuals in contrast to pre-modern and 

early-modern societies. Instead individuals have to develop strategies and initiative for their own personal 

development. To form and sustain a sense of direction, meaning and identity in a complex and dynamic 

social environment, individuals require certain cognitive skills and personality attributes which are not part 

of cultural capital nor the public educational system which Coté conceptualizes as identity capital. He 

defines identity capital as a “stable sense of self” reinforced by a set of “social and technical skills in a 

variety of areas; effective behavioral repertoires; psychosocial development to more advanced levels; and 

associations in key social and occupational networks” (Cote, 1996: 425). This form of capital can be 

tangible, or “socially visible” through for example, educational qualifications, association memberships, 

manner of dress, speech patterns and physical attractiveness. 

 In addition, identity capitals can be intangible; this includes psychological factors such as cognitive 

flexibility, self-monitoring, critical thinking abilities, moral reasoning abilities, self-efficacy, the 

exploration of commitments and using situated identities, adjusting one’s behavior to suit the situation. 

These social and cognitive skills allow individuals to understand and negotiate various social, an internal 

locus of control, occupational and personal obstacles, opportunities and social milieus which they are likely 

to encounter in the late-modern society. Identity capital can be seen as a psychological process of acquiring 

identity and becoming a member of society through negotiating and synthesizing structural possibilities 

(Coté 1995, Matthys, 2005). In a study on university graduates with a working-class origin in the 

Netherlands Matthys (2005) argued that they developed the character trait of social and cultural reflexivity 

meaning that the individuals developed a consciousness and commentary on themselves in relation to the 

social environment.  The accumulation of identity capital allowed them to compensate their lack of social 

and cultural capital. 
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-  

2.5 Operationalization 

 

Based on the discussed theory I will operationalize the research question in this section. The main 

theoretical concepts will be translated into researchable facts, phenomena or situations in the field and 

topics which relate to the experience of the research subjects.  

 

Educational achievement 

Usually educational achievement is measured by standardized test scores but it can be assessed by taking 

into account school dropout rates, enrollment in higher education, post-graduate programs and the tracking 

of high school students as well (Ladson-Billings 2006). In this study educational achievement will refer to 

the cito-exam score and related high school level advice, high school educational level: LWOO, VMBO, 

HAVO and VWO, enrollments to higher education and universities striving towards a higher level of 

education.  

 

Social and cultural capital 

Social capital refers to the social network of the youths, in particular their access to middle class family 

members, friends and other people who can transmit dominant culture dispositions such as counselors, 

teachers and community leaders. Cultural capital refers to the embodied dispositions of youths and will be 

operationalized by referring to educational level and occupation of the parents, the home environment, the 

usage of language i.e. proper Dutch or street language, the extent to which cultural activities such as 

visiting museums, libraries and concerts etc. are undertaken. 

 

Possible selves 

Possible selves refers the “positive and negative images of the self already in a future state” (Oysterman 

2006: 7). It is related to their self-esteem and the social context in which they grew up and live which is 

largely defined the way the youths look at themselves and their social identities. I will operationalize the 

theory of ‘possible selves’ through the youths’ self-image and self-esteem i.e. how the youths look at 

themselves in relation to their educational abilities and career. Furthermore it will be operationalized 

through their future dreams, goals and ambitions, their fears and undesired future paths and activities and 

actions taken to achieve goals, dreams and ambitions and avoid fears. 

 

Identity capital 
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Identity capital refers to the ability of individual actors to negotiate between different social environments. 

It involves a reflective process in which the actors are conscious of their own social and cultural 

background and their own abilities and qualities such as determination and skill. It has been operationalized 

by investigating the youths’ cultural identity and their individual qualities, character traits and abilities. 

 

2.6 Sub-conclusion 

This chapter provided the theoretical foundation to gain insight in the process of educational achievement 

of migrant youths from Amsterdam Southeast. Instead of the achievement gap emphasis is placed on the 

opportunity gap, which places emphasis on structural barriers leading to educational disparities between 

migrant and native Dutch youths (Milner, 2012). Based on this theoretical framework educational 

achievement can be theorized as a dynamic and interactive process between structural factors on the macro 

level, factors on the meso-level and individual factors on the micro-level. On the macro-level, the Dutch 

educational system provides both obstacles such as the flawed selection mechanisms and the low 

expectations of teachers and opportunities to reach higher education by ‘stacking’ diplomas (Crul et al., 

2013). On the meso-level structural factors related to the distribution of social and cultural capital influence 

the youths’ educational achievement (Bourdieu, 1986; Stanton-Salazar). This theory provides the 

theoretical lens to investigate how both macro- and meso-level structural factors such as the distribution of 

capital through socialization processes in the family and social networks produce particular embodied 

dispositions, i.e. habitus, on the individual level. The educational system is based on white middle class 

norms, values, discourses and knowledge which can lead to the reproduction of structural inequalities. 

Structural barriers, however, can be compensated through the accumulation of identity capital (Coté, 1997; 

Matthys, 2005). Furthermore, individuals negotiate identities in relation to the social context which include 

school related ‘possible selves’, the future image youths have of themselves which provide them with 

strategies, incentives and behaviors to achieve educational success (Oysterman, 1996).  
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3. Regional background: Amsterdam Southeast 
 

 

In this chapter I will provide the relevant background information about the area of research. Amsterdam 

Southeast, commonly also known as ‘the Bijlmer’, is one of the most ethnically and culturally diverse 

neighbourhoods in the Netherlands.
1
 This cultural diversity gave rise to a particular youth subculture in 

Amsterdam Southeast. 

3.1 The story of the Bijlmer 

The Bijlmer once started as an idealistic urban development project aimed at creating a new way of living 

in the city. In response to the vast housing shortage in Amsterdam the plan was created to develop a 

satellite-city in the southeast of Amsterdam. The urban design philosophy which was used for the Bijlmer 

was called “the functional city” and it represented the idea that social problems in cities could be faced by 

separating the several functions of life: living, work, traffic and recreation. This was translated in the 

architecture by using large high-rise apartments connected by long covered walkways with space for 

communal enterprises and using park like landscapes in between the apartments. The design of the urban 

neighborhood was aimed to create a relatively independent collective community with a cozy atmosphere 

and plenty of social control. 

 Circumstances never allowed this ideal to become to become reality. Within the short span of time 

of 1963 to 1975 13 000 houses in thirty-one large building blocks consisting for ninety percent out of the 

infamous 10-story honey-comb shaped concrete flats were built.  Due to higher than expected building 

costs, cuts had to be made in the quality of the housing while rent prices were higher than expected. Fewer 

facilities like elevators and communal enterprises were built than planned and the subway which connected 

the neighborhood with the rest of the city were not realized in time. At the same time, the development of 

suburbs Purmerend, Almere and Lelystad with attractive low-rise housing lead to massive suburbanization 

of middle class families. The Bijlmer got off with a bad start with large vacancy and significant financial 

losses for the building corporations (Stadsdeel Zuidoost, 2007).  

To close the gap between supply and demand the vacant apartments were sometimes overcrowded 

by with lower income households and immigrants especially from Surinam and the Dutch Caribbean. The 

livability of the neighborhood decreased as it entered into a vicious cycle of environmental degradation, 

                                                             
1 Amsterdam Southeast is commonly referred to as the Bijlmer or the Bijlmermeer. The Bijlmer actually only refers to the Northern part of 

Amsterdam Southeast consisting of the E, D, F, G, H and K districts within Amsterdam Southeast which are predominantly populated by lower 

class migrants and have been subject to restructuring programs since the 1990s. Other neighbourhoods such as Driemond and Geinwijk are 

dominantly populated by middle class people. 
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vandalism, pollution, and criminality. Policies to suppress drug related crime in the inner city of 

Amsterdam caused these problems to move to the Bijlmer. Drug related crime like, petty theft, burglary and 

robbery increased. The large amount of semi-public space made control difficult for the authorities which 

caused criminality to increase. A large part of the white middle class people left the Bijlmer and the people 

with less opportunity and social and economic capital were left behind. The Bijlmer became the 

neighborhood with the worst reputation in the Netherlands (Stadsdeel Zuidoost, 2007).   

In the early 1990s it became clear that the Bijlmerproject had failed, the social and economic 

problems became increasingly uncontrollable and the housing corporations had some much debt it was 

close to bankruptcy. A radical urban renewal plan was presented based on three pillars: spatial innovation, 

socioeconomic renewal and new management. A much more differentiated mixture of housing came in the 

place of the concrete flats, more facilities were built and the public space became better manageable. Many 

of the concrete high-rise apartments have been demolished but many of the social ills have remained.  

 

 

3.2 Youth culture in the Bijlmer: a Black Atlantic culture 

 

The Bijlmer is considered a black neighborhood due to it highly diverse population of which the majority is 

has an Afro-Surinamese, Afro-Caribbean or African background (Paulle, 2005; Den Uyl, 2010). Sansone 

(1994) argues that a new black culture in Amsterdam arose in the early 1970s between young Afro-

Surinamese males in Amsterdam. This black culture was characterized by high unemployment, dependency 

on welfare and a vitality of Afro-Surinamese cultural traditions. He argues it increasingly became part of an 
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international black culture influenced by mass media, modern technology and the entertainment industry 

also termed the Black Atlantic (Gilroy, 1993).  

 

Gilroy (1993) argue that the relationship between race, culture, nationality and ethnicity in the Black 

Atlantic are produced in syncretic patterns which break with notions ethnic absolutism distinguishing 

“white” from  “black” people as two mutually exclusive categories. Instead, he argues, people in the 

African Diaspora strive to be both European and black, which requires a form of double consciousness, a 

concept lend from Du Bois (1903). In the Black Atlantic perspective identity is viewed “as a process of 

movement and mediation” instead of “a relation to roots and rootedness” (Gilroy, 1993: 19). This dual 

identity of blacks in Western societies are not composed by essentialized historical roots but have 

transformed and reconstructed over the course of time through movement between their land of birth and 

their political agency in the country of residence. The triangular slave trade centered around the Atlantic 

ocean between Africa, Europe and the Americas is the common experience which ties the identities of the 

African Diaspora according to Gilroy (1993). Sansone (1994) identified this in Amsterdam and argued that 

black ethnic symbols, life styles, music genres like hip-hop, reggae and soul music were adopted and 

adapted from other black communities, especially from the US. Leisure played a central role because this is 

one of the few fields that offered black people opportunities for the attainment of status and regular work. 

This caused a syncretic black culture to arise with elements of Dutch -, Afro-Surinamese- and international 

black culture. The Surinamese migrants could switch between proper Dutch, the Amsterdam dialect and 

Sranan tongo and their daily life depended on the management of ethnicity (Sansone, 1994). Different 

circumstances required different presentations of the self and a degree of integration in Dutch society. They 

adopted certain cultural values of the dominant Dutch group such as mobility, self-realization and 

consumption, so in cultural terms they were integrated, but at the same time they felt their mobility was 

blocked because of discrimination and racism. A particular aspect of the black culture was that a significant 

group tried to recreate the Surinamese ‘wakamang’ lifestyle, a lifestyle associated with street culture, 

hanging on the corner, drug dealing and hustling (Sansone, 1994) .  

The current subculture in the Bijlmer seems to be an extension of this black culture which arose in 

the 1970s. Since the 1970s the influx of migrants continued, a large group of migrants from Surinam, the 

Caribbean and African countries, Ghana in particular, came to enrich the Bijlmer subculture. Currently, 

Amsterdam is the city with the largest percentage of black people in Europe (Sansone, 2009). In contrast to 

the first generation, however, this generation for a large part was born and bred in Amsterdam, or at least 

spend a large part of their childhood and socialization in Amsterdam. This means that they are more 

familiar with the Dutch language, the educational system and Dutch culture. Participation in higher levels 

of education and the labor market have increased which reflects the more successful integration of this 
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generation. In addition, they have become more aware of their rights as citizens, consumers and assert these 

rights (Niekerk, 2004; Sansone, 2009) Furthermore, unemployment figures have dropped but a large part of 

the youths, especially in the Bijlmer part of Amsterdam Southeast, grow up in minimum income and single 

parent households (Stadsdeel Zuidoost, 2007).  Technological developments and digitalization have 

increased “black globalization”. International black culture continues to have a great influence on the 

identity and cultural production of black people in Amsterdam, and Amsterdam Southeast in particular 

(Sansone, 2009). They have adopted black cultural symbols and forms of expression such as “street 

language”, fashion styles and musical genres such as of hip-hop and reggae. A news article in national 

newspaper NRC Handelsblad featured young local hip hop artist such as Nina who is a former university 

student and raps about life in Amsterdam Southeast and the multicultural society (NRC Handelsblad, May 

29
th

 2013).   

 

 

 

 

 

3.3 Sub-conclusion 

Amsterdam Southeast, commonly known, as the Bijlmer started out as an innovative urban development 

project but resulted in a notorious disadvantaged neighborhood in the 1970s with the worst reputation of all 

neighbourhoods in the Netherlands (Stadsdeel Zuidoost, 2007). A particular subculture arose among 
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population consisting of Surinamese, Dutch and black Atlantic cultural elements (Gilroy, 1993; Sansone, 

1994; 2009). The culture was characterized by the management of ethnicity, leisure, hustling and the 

adoption and adaptation of international black cultural expressions such as hip-hop and reggae music 

(Sansone, 1994). The current youth culture appears to be an extension of this subculture, the population has 

become more diverse with the through the influx of African, especially Ghanaian and Nigerian migrants. 

These youths, however, are more familiar with Dutch culture, the language and the educational system as 

many of them have been born or grown up here. As discussed in the previous chapter, however, migrant 

youths face structural barriers in the Dutch educational system such as low expectations of teachers and are 

more likely to be tracked into lower levels of education. Furthermore, the particular subculture in 

Amsterdam Southeast means that they are socialized in a culture and class deviant from white middle class 

which is the norm in educational and other mainstream institutions (Bourdieu 1986; Stanton-Salazar, 1997). 

Youths from this multicultural neighborhood therefore have to overcome structural barriers and obstacles 

and develop strategies to reach higher education and navigate their way up the social ladder. Amsterdam 

Southeast, therefore, reflects the dynamic interplay between structure and agency, and factors on the macro- 

meso- and micro-level.  
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4. Methodology 
 

To gain insight in the posed questions on educational achievement in Amsterdam Southeast I have 

conducted qualitative research in this neighborhood. In this chapter I will outline how this research has 

been carried out.  

4.1 Critical ethnography and reflexivity: my position as a researcher 

“The ethnographer is a human instrument, relying on its senses, thoughts, and feelings, the human 

instrument is a most sensitive and perceptive data gathering tool.” (Fleisher in Paulle, 2005: 19). 

My research methodology is based on critical ethnography theory which can be used to express my own 

implicit biases and accounts for the historical, cultural and social forces in the construction of knowledge 

(Anderson, 1989; Barton 2001, Madison 2005). Critical ethnography involves a continuous reflexive 

process in which the researcher must expose his or her own assumptions by experiencing life in the 

researched communities and the researched must be provided the opportunity to co-construct the research 

process. The co-construction of knowledge includes co-designing the research questions, the generation of 

data and results of the research which means challenging assumptions about research, teaching, our role in 

these processes and the empowerment of both researcher and researched to act for social justice.   

I consider myself a part of the community in Amsterdam Southeast because I live and work there so I am 

already personally and professionally engaged in the research site. I was born and bred in the Netherlands 

but my Surinamese and African cultural heritage are an important aspect of my identity. Furthermore, I 

consider myself a black male and part of a “black” and Surinamese community. Furthermore, I am a 

university student, the chairman of a network for students and young professionals for diverse cultural 

background, New Urban Collective, through which I am actively engaged in the community and on the 

university. The aim of this organization is to improve the socioeconomic position of youths from non-

western migrant backgrounds. My own experiences as a first generation, black student, made me aware of 

inequalities in the Dutch educational system. Often, I was the only black student in my university classes, 

and in high school most black and non-western migrant pupils were classed in the lower levels of 

education. Based on theory of social reproduction and my own experience I consider the Dutch educational 

system as perpetuating social inequalities based on class and race or ethnicity. This has implications for my 

research because I am personally and professionally involved in the subject of research, education and I 

already have formed assumptions and opinions about it. Based on critical race theory I also assume that the 
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power structures in Dutch society perpetuate marginalization of ethnic minorities based on subtle 

mechanisms of exclusion on the basis race and ethnicity, a phenomenon known as cultural racism (Ladson-

Billings, 1995; Essed 1995; Essed and Trienekens 2008; Grosfoguel, 1999).   

4.2 Research methods  

To gather data and insight into the posed research questions I used several research tools such as formal and 

informal in-depth interviews, participant observation and focus groups. In total sixteen students and 

graduates were interviewed. In addition I had formal and informal conversations with primary school and 

secondary school children, local politicians, teachers, school directors and other people involved in 

education and extracurricular activities. The research focused on their life trajectories in relation to their 

educational careers which can be viewed as a reflection of social processes (Matthys, 2005). Through these 

research methods I aimed to gain insight into their identity capital, the decisions they made regarding their 

education, their fears, hopes and aspirations i.e. their possible selves, experiences, values, feelings and the 

processes of the construction of meaning. Through these biographical narratives I attempted to find 

patterns, similarities and connections with a retrospective point of view which means I asked the 

participants about their past experiences. The addressed topics were based on both literature and the 

dialogue with the research participants, central topics were educational achievement, school experiences, 

home situations, peer groups, ethnicity and culture and their personal fears and aspirations. Through this 

process I aimed to co-construct the research process and its results with the participants to present their 

meanings and perceptions (Madison, 2005). During the fieldwork period I made field notes and kept a diary 

to reflect on my own assumptions, feelings and thoughts in a double entry method.   

4.3 Participant observation 

To gain insight in the educational achievement of youths 

from Amsterdam Southeast I engaged in participant 

observation at several educational activities in Amsterdam 

Southeast. The main activity I was engaged in was a 

mentoring program of the New Urban Collective from 

November 2012 to April 2014. In addition, I participated in 

educational activities of the IMC Weekend School, other 

educational related events and I visited several schools and 

community projects.  

At the mentoring program 66 primary school children aged 10 to 12 were coached by a group of 24 

students an young professionals. We organized a twelve week program in which they received personal 
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coaching and training for the cito-exam every Saturday from 11AM to 4 PM until February 2012. During 

the program the children practice with all the aspects of the exam including grammar, calculus, geography 

and study skills. Before the program started I visited three primary schools to give a short presentation 

about the mentoring program for the grade 8 classes. At one of the schools we also gave a presentation to 

the grade 7 children. After the cito-exam training of February one of the schools asked us to organize a 

program for grade 7 children as well. In total I visited six grade 8 classes at three schools and two grade 7 

classes through which I came into contact with about 160 children. This gave me insight in the way youths 

value education, parental involvement, the Bijlmer subculture and the school system. 

In addition, I interviewed sixteen students who grew up in the neighborhood and were able to reach the 

higher education. My position as chairman of the NUC and resident of Amsterdam Southeast gave me 

relatively easy access to my research subjects and sites. At the same time, however, it was a challenge for 

me to critically observe and analyze the situations from the position as a researcher instead of my position 

as a chairman of resident. I was able to deal with this challenge taking my note pad with me every day and 

writing down every observation to reflect upon my observations and thinking by writing about my 

experiences, feelings and thoughts. In the process of the research I changed to the research question. Instead 

extracurricular activities I found social capital, especially the parents and peer groups, to play an important 

role in the educational achievement of youths from Amsterdam Southeast.  
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2 Due to privacy concerns the names of the respondent have been changed to remain their anonymity with exception of Dellali 
who gave explicit approval to use her real name. 
3 Suri refers to a Surinamese background, Gha refers to a Ghanaian cultural background 

Name
2
 Age Cultural 

backgro

und
3
 

Socioeconomic 

class
4
 

Single 

parent-

family 

Underadvised 

after cito-exam 

Stacked 

diplomas? 

Study 
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4 Middle class is referred to as based on socioeconomic position of the parents, if parents have an above median income or 
work in ‘white collar’ jobs such as teacher, banker, office staff etc.  
5 UAS refers to the University of Applied Science 

Females        

Carmen 26 Suri Middle-class No Yes  HAVO, VWO Msc. Policy, 

Communication 

& organization 

Dellali 24 Antillean 

/ Gha 

Lower-class Yes Yes. VWO cito 

score but VMBO 

advice 

VWO, HBO, WO UAS, Law
5
 

Iris 25 Suri Middle-class No No, VWO advice Direct Msc. Business 

Administration 

Nathaly 23 Suri Lower-class Yes No, VWO advice Direct Msc. 

Anthropology 

Romy 26 Suri Middle-class No Yes  HAVO, HBO, 

WO 

Msc. Private and 

Contract Law 

Brenda 27 Gha Lower-class Yes Yes HAVO, HBO, 

WO 

Msc. Public 

Health 

Angela  Gha Lower-class Yes HAVO advice HAVO, HBO, 

WO 

Msc. Political 

Science 

Mavis 25 Gha Lower-class Yes Yes VMBO, MBO, 

HBO (21+ exam) 

UAS, 

Management, 

economics and 

law 

Patricia 23 Gha Lower-class Yes No, VWO advice No Msc. Culture, 

organization and 

management 

        

Males        

Donovan 23 Su Lower-class Yes Yes, VWO cito-

score but VMBO 

advice 

VMBO, HAVO, 

HBO, WO 

Msc. Business 

Administration 

Delano 27 Suri Lower-class  No Yes VMBO, HAVO, 

HBO, WO 

Msc. Law 

Kofi 25 Gha Lower-class Yes Yes, HAVO/VWO 

score but VMBO 

advice  

No  Msc. Law 

Kwas 25 Gha Lower-class Yes Havo/vwo advies No Msc. Business 

Administration 

Anthony 26 Suri Middle-class No Yes VMBO, HAVO, 

VWO, WO 

Msc. Business 

Economics & 

Post-doc 

Accounting and 

Control 

Marcus 24 Suri Lower-class No Yes VMBO, HAVO, 

VWO, WO 

Msc. Business 

Economics 

Martin 24 Suri Lower-class Yes VWO advice No Bsc. Political 

Science 



27 
 

5. Chapter on Education in Amsterdam Southeast 
 

The central question in this chapter is: How do migrant youths from Amsterdam Southeast value and 

experience educational achievement? In this chapter the experience and achievement of youths from 

Amsterdam Southeast who have reached higher education and the experience of primary school children 

will discussed in the context of the Dutch educational system and the school climate in Amsterdam 

Southeast. In addition, the youths’ attitude towards education, school and teachers will be discussed.  

5.1 The value of education 

“Marry your education: let education be your husband. Your diploma will always be with you, I´ve always 

been endowed with this discipline. This is what I always had in my mind. I never wanted anything to come 

between me and my education.”  

- Brenda, 25, Ghanaian, university of Applied Science 

These words of Brenda, currently a student in Public Health of Ghanaian descent, illustrate the value 

successful migrant youths from Amsterdam Southeast place on education. Education has both instrumental 

and existential value for the youths. They are motivated to do their best at school because they, or their 

parents, migrated to the Netherlands in search of a better future. Education, higher education in particular, 

is regarded as a key vehicle to reach that better future and to be a successful person. In addition, education 

has a personal and existential value, youths gain self-esteem and social status through their educational 

performance. They mentioned that they felt confident when they received good grades at school. When 

walking through supermarket, a secondary school student from OSB whom I met via one of the university 

students, argued:  

“When you are smart in Southeast, you are placed on a pedestal”.  

- Gilliano, 17, HAVO graduate 

 He just finished his final exams for HAVO and does not really know anyone in higher education. When 

asked what he wants to do after high school and later in his life. He glows of enthusiasm and says that he 

wants to become an architect. Gilliano considers to enroll at a MBO-4 school because he is in doubt 

whether he can handle the level of the university of applied science (HBO) and six out of his best friends 

are on the level of VMBO. This indicates that the educational trajectory of the youths from Amsterdam 

Southeast are influenced by both their self-esteem, or possible selves, and the lack of social capital. In 

addition, bad grades can have a negative effect on their self-esteem and even contributed to a period of 
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depression for student Nathaly. She was born and bred in Amsterdam Southeast and always was a good 

student. In the fifth grade on high school, however, she started to have a hard time understanding the 

learning material which affected her grades: “It felt as if my world collapsed, because school is so 

important to you. I had nothing but school, it sounds very nerdy, but it was really true.” 

5.2 Primary school 

The youths learn to value education at a young age. More than half of the children out of the eight classes I 

visited during the fieldwork period were willing to give up their free Saturdays to engage in extracurricular 

activities and practice for their exams. Most of the children stated that they wanted to get a good result for 

their exams and they wanted to get better in the subjects they felt they are weak in. This indicates that these 

children aged 10 to 13 years old valued education and were very conscious of the importance of the cito-

exam.  

The majority of the primary school children in Amsterdam Southeast are born and bred in the 

Netherlands but many of them grow up in households where parents do not master the Dutch language. 

Especially for Ghanaian children, Dutch, is not the language which is spoken at home. Instead the parents 

either talk English or Twi. As a consequence, many of the children have a limited vocabulary, start school 

with a limited Dutch proficiency and never catch this up. In addition, the youths in Amsterdam Southeast 

learn to speak street language when they are among themselves. This is a language in which they mix 

Dutch mainly with Sranan Tongo, the language from Surinam, and English slang.  Street language is the 

popular way of communicating and respondents related it to the Bijlmer culture and identity. Mastery of the 

Dutch language, however, is considered essential in the educational achievement and development of a 

child. At a debate about education in Amsterdam Southeast, the director of one of the primary schools in 

the neighborhood stated: 

“If the school language isn’t your mother language you automatically are behind. Everything stands and 

falls with language.”  

- Director primary school in Amsterdam Southeast 

The lack of mastery of the Dutch language, however, does not mean that the children have problems with 

learning or are less intelligent, “they just lack a tool in the Dutch toolbox” (Director primary school 

Amsterdam Southeast, 2013).On average a child should have a vocabulary of about 2000 to 2500 words, 

but many children in Amsterdam Southeast know only 500 words which are enough to communicate in 

daily live so you don’t notice their language deficiency immediately. Only at later stages in life or when 

they have to make exams it is that they notice their lack of master of the Dutch language. Student Mavis 

migrated from Ghana at the age of 7. She was placed in a special class for migrants who had to learn Dutch. 
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After six months she was considered to master the language sufficiently and she was placed in the regular 

class. She argues that she was never able to catch up and learn Dutch sufficiently because the quality of the 

school was bad and she never got extra support to learn Dutch. When she started her studies at the 

University of Applied Science she noticed her language deficiency while struggling to write papers in 

proper Dutch.  

Four of the sixteen respondents in this study went to mixed or white primary schools outside of the 

Bijlmer because the parents did not want their children to go to the schools in Amsterdam Southeast. ‘Black 

schools’ are stigmatized for lacking quality, concentrating the concentrating children with a lack of 

proficiency of the Dutch language and providing less opportunity for social mobility (Jongejan and Thijs, 

2010).   The parents of the respondents who placed their children on schools outside of the neighborhood 

adopted this stigmatized view. Iris, a university graduate, went to school on a mixed school in 

Duivendrecht, she stated:  

 “There was a school across my house but most children had a lack of Dutch proficiency, my mother did 

not want her children to stay behind in school. My brother and sister went to that school but she removed 

them after three months. She thought there was not enough guidance. When a class has an average lack of 

proficiency of the language they should pay extra attention to it.” 

- Iris, 24, Surinamese, university graduate 

Two other children were placed on other mixed or white school because their parents doubted the quality of 

the schools in Amsterdam Southeast as well. The three respondents who criticized their primary schools, 

not coincidentally, went to one of the schools which are considered weak. They complained that the schools 

did not deal with the lack of language proficiency problem sufficiently and the quality of teachers was 

insufficient. Teachers did not adhere to the prescribed methods of teaching but invented their own ways of 

teaching and others demotivated the children by giving them low advices or opposing their attempts to 

reach higher levels of education. The quality of the schools in Amsterdam Southeast has been a matter of 

debate because of the relatively low indicators of achievement such as the cito-exam scores. Three schools 

in Amsterdam Southeast are considered weak by the Schoolinspection. The quality of the schools in 

Amsterdam has been scrutinized by the city government through the Quality-approach primary education 

(KBA), literally quality approach to primary education, (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2012). A results oriented 

program aimed to increase the quality of teachers and pupils’ achievement. Schools invest in the education 

and professionalism of teachers and staff, set concrete targets for improvement in education and the local 

government actively invests in supplementary education such as mentoring programs and other 

extracurricular activities. In addition, the local government aimed to stimulate educational achievement by 
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setting up several project aimed on excellence and high achievement such as a special program for gifted 

students, education in English for primary school children and the excellence programs for VWO pupils in 

the neighborhood, illustrated in the following news paper article titled “2013: the year of even more school 

opportunities in Southeast”. 

 

Source: Amsterdam Zuidoost, January 10th 2013 

5.3 The transition to secondary school 

As discussed earlier in this study, the transition from primary to secondary school is an essential period 

because it affects the rest of the pupil’s educational career. In the eighth grade every child is advised to go 

to a certain level of secondary school based on standardized tests, especially the cito-exam and the advice 

of the teacher. As Crul (2012) argued, however, the selection mechanisms at the end of primary school are 

insufficient or come too early to recognize the talent of pupils.  The majority of the students and graduates 

in this study, nine out of sixteen, received an advice to go to lower levels of education despite of 

HAVO/VWO level cito-exam scores.  

 Marcus, a university graduate, who was born and bred in Amsterdam Southeast went to primary 

school in the neighborhood. He said that he always had good grades and was studious. Until the sixth grade 

teachers said he was on VWO-level. From seventh grade, however, he got a new teacher who 

underestimated his capacity and gave him a VMBO-T advice: 
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“I got a VMBO-T advice despite of my cito score of 542, which is HAVO/VWO level. It was a shock. They 

made it personal when they said I was not diligent and concentrated enough to handle the level.” 

- Marcus, 24, Surinamese, university student 

Marcus was disappointed and disagreed with the advice of his teacher because he was convinced of himself 

that he was able to handle a higher level of education: 

 “I knew that I could do more for sure, but my self-image was affected. When people of whom you presume 

that they are experts you are inclined to believe them. I wanted to reach HAVO at least, but I knew that it 

would be heavy.”  

- Marcus, 24 

He continued secondary education in a bridging class where he had to prove that he was able to handle 

HAVO/VWO. Delalli, a student of law at the university of Applied Science was underestimated by her 

teacher as well.   She considered herself a brat, she did not listen to the teacher and often got into fights. 

Looking back she reflects that she had a rebellious attitude because of social-emotional problems related to 

her home situation, but she could always learn well. She lived with her mother but went to primary school 

in the West of Amsterdam because she spend a lot of time at her auntie in that neighborhood. She attained 

the highest possible score at the Cito-exam, 550, but got an advice for VMBO. The teacher told her: 

“With your mentality you will never reach further than VMBO.” 

- Dellali, 24, Antiallean/Ghanaian, University of Applied Science 

She, and her mother, did not accept this advice and enrolled her at a Gymnasium school in Amstelveen, an 

upper middle class neighborhood on the outskirts of Amsterdam. She finished VWO within six years and 

went on to the university, which she did not finish because she got pregnant. Currently she is enrolled in a 

law program at the university of applied science which gives access to a university master program.. 

Another example of a student who was under advised is Donovan, currently a university student in 

Business Administration, who was born and bred in Amsterdam Southeast as well. After eight years of 

primary school in Amsterdam Southeast he was underestimated as well: 

“I had a score of 546 but I got a VMBO-advice based on the opinion of the teacher. Everyone I knew was 

doing MAVO so I did not really mind. I did not really have a clear future perspective, I just wanted to finish 

VMBO, than I would look further.” 
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 Fortunately, the talent of some of the youths is recognized at this crucial moment of transition to 

higher education. Six out of 15 respondents, received a HAVO or VWO advice at the end of primary 

school. Respondents Nathaly, Patricia, Angela, and Iris went to mixed schools outside of Amsterdam 

Southeast. Nathaly and Iris were the outliers in their class based on their good grades and studious behavior 

and the two other girls got good grades as well. These four girls, apparently showed HAVO/VWO 

behavior. They all described themselves as ‘good girls’ who did their homework in time and never caused 

any trouble in class. Martin and Delano, two male respondents who got a VWO advice and went to school 

in Amsterdam Southeast described themselves as studious pupils as well. Martin migrated from Surinam at 

the age of six and had to do third grade over. He became aware of his own educational disadvantage and 

was insecure about himself. Engaging in sport at a high-level, however, made a great change in his self-

esteem and educational achievement: 

“Due to athletics I gained confidence and started to train myself because I knew I didn’t know certain 

things. I did not learn them well at school so I practiced at home for months, and I prayed a lot.”  

- Martin, 24, Surinamese, university student 

After he received the high score for the cito-exam he gained the support of his teacher as well. Delano was 

born in Amsterdam but lived in Surinam for several months for a few times. He has always had the dream 

to study law and become a lawyer and thought he was able to handle the higher levels of education because 

school was easy for him.   Just like Martin, he was engaged in sports on a high level. He practiced judo on 

the highest national level since the fourth grade so he developed discipline and a high achievement 

mentality: 

“I was always surrounded by athletes who said we should be the best or become the champions. 

[…] In your mind you are trained to think: I will do this, ‘I can’t’ doesn’t exist.  I'm doing.” 

- Delano, 27, Surinamese, university student 

The third male, Malcolm, who received a VWO-advice has a competitive attitude as well, he always 

wanted to outperform his school mates.  

From the accounts of the youths who reached higher education it might be concluded that there are 

three factors which can influence the crucial transition from primary to secondary school. First, the advice 

of the teacher appears to be based on a subjective assessment of behavior and expected educational capacity 

of a child. In the majority of cases the teachers have low expectations of the pupils, despite a high score on 

the standardized cito-exam, which raises questions about this method of pre-selection and the expectations 

teachers have of ethnic minority youths. It might be that the implicit attitudes and prejudice of teachers 
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towards ethnic minority youths influences their evaluations (Van den Bergh et al., 2010).  The self-esteem 

and performance of children is related to the expectation of teachers. As the case of Marcus illustrated, the 

low advice of the teacher affected his self-esteem. The children who were under advised required a 

considerable amount of motivation and determination to prove the teachers wrong and reach higher 

education. The second factor, social capital, a supportive network of people especially the parents, are 

essential in this process. As the case of Dellali shows, the mother dismissed the low advice of the teacher 

and enrolled her on a Gymnasium school. Other respondents who received a low advice were supported by 

the parents as well. This, however, requires a level of engagement and information about the school system 

which some parents may lack. Donovan, on the other hand, did not have a parent we stood up for him and 

accepted the low advice despite of his high cito-exam score. In addition, he was surrounded by peers who 

went to the lower levels of education as well. In contrast Delano and Martin were surrounded by high 

achieving peers who shaped their mentality to reach for the highest level of education. The third factor is 

school attitude and behavior, as the examples of the athletes and the ‘good girls’ illustrate, a positive school 

attitude characterized by being studious, achievement oriented, making homework in time and,  is rewarded 

with a high advice. Some children, however, show deviant behavior due to social-emotional issues related 

to their home environment as the case of Dellali illustrates. Or they may not show much motivation due to 

the norms in their social environment and peer groups which do not stimulate them to reach for higher 

levels of education. All of the youths continue their education on the secondary level, in the next section, 

the important factors influencing the educational careers of the youths from Southeast will be discussed. 

 

5.4 Secondary education 

As discussed earlier, the Dutch educational system is one of the most complex systems in the world 

because of the many levels and trajectories. The factors which influence the educational trajectories of 

children on the primary school level continue to be important on the secondary level. The role of the 

teacher, social capital, especially peer groups on school, supportive parents and the child’s mentality and 

school attitude appear to become even more important at this level of education. A distinction can be made 

between the pupils who started high school on the lower level of education and the youths who started on 

the level of HAVO or VWO. The former were either underestimated and received a low advice by the 

teacher so they had to climb up the educational ladder by stacking. The group that started on the HAVO or 

VWO level merely had to maintain their level of education, which in many cases was not that easy. The 

flaw of the early selection is compensated with the bridge year in the first year of secondary school. The 

Dutch educational system provides pupils the opportunity to move to higher levels of education through the 

bridge classes. These are classes where pupils with different levels, VMBO/HAVO, HAVO/VWO or 

VMBO/HAVO/VWO sit together in class. Based on their performance and behavior their educational level 
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is determined. If there is still doubt, some schools, provide a second year of bridging class. Marcus, one of 

the students who was advised to go to MBO-T despite of his HAVO/VWO cito-exam score, ended up in a 

bridge class on OSB, one of the secondary schools in Amsterdam Southeast: 

"At OSB you’ve got VMBO-B to VWO. You came into contact with different people: people who 

think simple and people that can pull you up. I had to get rid of VMBO-T. I got good grades: the majority 

of the teachers thought I was a VWO-level pupil but my mentor retained the VMBO-T advice.”  

- Marcus, 25, Surinamese, university graduate 

Marcus was frustrated that the teachers continued to underestimate his capacities despite of his good 

grades. He felt, the VMBO-T advice stigmatized him. Due to the insistence of his mother he got the 

opportunity for another year in a bridge class. In the second year his new mentor gave him the opportunity 

to follow through on the level of HAVO/VWO: 

“After an extra bridging year in HAVO / VWO bridge class, I had a mentor who was honest and assessed 

people based on their abilities, not like: I like you or I don’t like you. From this year my goal was HAVO, 

but he saw that I could do more than that which he indicated in the parent meetings. Doeke, he gave me 

that opportunity.”  

- Marcus, 25, Surinamese, university graduate 

Marcus, was visibly frustrated that he was subject to underestimation again, especially because it costed 

him an extra year of school. At the same time he was relieved and grateful that his second mentor did 

recognize his intellectual capacity. The bridging class allow pupils to reach higher levels of education 

despite of a low advice. On the other hand it also allows pupils to move downwards on the educational 

ladder. Delano, who was a high achiever leaving primary school with a HAVO/VWO advice had to go to 

MAVO after his first year of bridge class. He argues that he was not prepared for the independence and 

amount of homework at secondary school but his plan to study Law at the university never changed: 

“I came in a class with guys who were too smart for MAVO as well but were too busy or didn’t know how 

to work independent as well. I came across half of them on HBO and university later. For the first time 

there arose a battle of who had the highest grades in class. These were guys who knew they didn’t belong 

on MAVO and the mentor said if you get good grades you may go to HAVO.”  

- Delano, 27, Surinamese, university 

Delano was motivated by the peer group of guys who wanted to reach higher levels of education as well 

and a mentor who said that it was possible. They were disappointed, however when the mentor did not give 
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them the opportunity to go to HAVO despite of an excellent report. This meant he had to finish MAVO 

completely and continue with HAVO afterwards if he still wanted to reach higher education. His mentor in 

third grade, however, was different. He “raised the bar” and challenged him to perform better even though 

his report was well. It was the first teacher that expressed a positive expectation and made clear what the 

conditions were to realize his expectations: 

“As a child you have a dream, you want it but you do not know what you have to do to realize it. If you 

make the conditions clear it is easier to stick to those conditions. I knew what price I had to pay to get what 

I want, and what the price would be if I did not do what was expected, there was a clear result and a 

consequence.”  

- Delano, 27, Surinamese, university student 

In both the third and fourth year Delano had supportive teachers who set clear expectations and conditions. 

He got good grades with ease, graduated for MAVO and continued on the level of HAVO on the same 

school which he finished in two years as well because teachers continued to communicate the conditions of 

success and achievement. He became a judo teacher himself and produced a few national champions, 

reflecting on the role of a teacher he stated: 

“A student is what a teacher sees in him. I see it as a judo teacher: if I see that a child will never be good, 

he will never get that extra moment where I say: ‘I expect from this or you can do that better’. If a teacher 

says, I am happy if I have at least ten kids at HAVO/VWO, he will do anything to achieve that goal, give 

homework etc. His objective determines level of teaching.”  

- Delano, 27 

The accounts of Delano and Marcus illustrate the ambiguous role of the teacher on the level of secondary 

school. They can both support or inhibit the path to higher education for youths who have the capacity to 

reach it. As Stanton-Salazar (1997) stated, school agent function as gate keepers to the mainstream world. 

The underestimation and low expectations of teachers affect the self-esteem of the pupils and frustrate 

them. Mavis, another student who was underestimated at both primary and secondary school described it as 

follows: “You get disappointed in yourself and in the teachers. You just want a fair chance and you just 

don’t get it. It has slowed my career.”  This raises the question: why do teacher under estimate so many 

youths and have low expectations for the ethnic minority youths in Amsterdam Southeast? How do these 

low expectations affect the actual educational performance of the youths? The role of the parents in 

supporting the youths in their educational aspirations ‘possible selves’ continued to be important. Marcus 

and Delano could have accepted the advice of their teachers but continued to reach their goal of reaching a 
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higher level of education which required a considerable amount of determination and persistence i.e. 

identity capital (Coté, 1997).  

 “High school is the beginning of early puberty where your priorities change: the social aspect becomes 

important, peer pressure, who are your friends?”  

- Nathaly, 24, Surinamese, university student 

During secondary school peer group dynamics start to play an even more  important role. On the one hand 

of the peer group continuum is the “hustler”, “cool pose”, “G” “player” peer group and on the other hand of 

the continuum is the peer group of “boring nerds”, in between these extremes are the “in-betweeners” 

(Paulle, 2005; Majors 1992). The peer group dynamics will be discussed more in detail in the next chapter 

on social and cultural capital. 

5.5 Higher education 

When the successful youths from Amsterdam Southeast start their studies in higher education, either at the 

University of Applied Science or the university, they have gained quite some experience in the Dutch 

educational system. After a long road of education starting at primary school to secondary school, a road 

where most of the students had to overcome obstacles such as a lack of proficiency of the Dutch language, 

bad quality schools, low expectations of teacher and negative peer pressure they finally made it to higher 

education. Ten out of the sixteen reached higher education through the long road of “stacking diplomas” 

either via VMBO to HAVO/VWO to university or via VMBO to HAVO, HBO to the university. Six out of 

sixteen, reached university via the “royal road” of VWO. In this section the experiences and most important 

factors will be discussed in the period of higher education. 

During the transition from secondary school to higher education the role of the teacher is less important. 

Instead, the youths have to rely on themselves and their social network. All of the respondents, except for 

one, are first-generation students which means that they are the first in their families to study at a 

university. Both the university of applied science and the university were completely new environments for 

them and it took a while before they felt at home there:  

“I really did not like the first year. I really knew no one, I did not participate in the introduction 

week because they had a pub-crawl in Amsterdam. There were only four girls and I was the only 

foreigner, the other girls were so stuck-up. I really did not feel comfortable. I was the only dark 

person in my workgroup. I remember that I looked around in college once, I thought I counted max. 

four black people and I thought: wow, we are really not represented. It is pre-dominantly white 

here, you do notice that.” 
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- Iris, 25, Surinamese, university graduate 

This quote illustrates that the student did not feel at home because, first and foremost, she did not know 

anyone. Furthermore, she did not feel comfortable because she was one of the few people of color, or with 

a foreign background, in a pre-dominantly white environment. It is notable that Iris came from a mixed 

primary school outside of Amsterdam Southeast and a secondary school a few blocks away from the 

university which she described as a multicultural school where people from many different backgrounds 

socialized with each other. Students, Brenda, Marcus and Donovan, went to both primary and secondary 

school in Amsterdam Southeast, schools which are considered black schools. They had more trouble 

adapting to the new environment because they never had close contact with white people. Brenda, a student 

who climbed up from MBO, to HAVO to the university of applied science had her first close contact with 

white people at this institution of higher education and learned to get used to it. She continued her studies to 

obtain a master in Public Health at the university. There, however, the environment was even more white 

which affected her: 

“In the faculty of natural science building it is white, white, white. In the main building it is just like 

the WTC, when I'm in there I see many black people, then I'm happy. When I’m in the faculty of 

natural science building I can count how many black people there are on my fingers. Despite being 

in a different world I'm still happy. I really had to get used to it and it did a lot to me. When I came 

home, I was very sad. It’s just 45 minutes away from the Bijlmer and when I get there I see all those 

Dutch boys and girls, their way of thinking, how they are stimulated and focused on education than 

I come in Southeast and I see many girls with babies, these can be sad days.”  

- Brenda, 27, Ghanaian, university student 

These accounts that the students have to learn to get used to, and adapt, to a middle class  white-dominated 

environment when they  reach the university. Having a social network on the university can make a 

difference. The students who had friends from secondary school that joined them to the university did not 

mention any ‘shock effect’ and had less trouble adapting to the new environment. Patricia, a student who 

went to the same secondary school and the same university as Iris, for example, had a smooth transition 

from secondary school to the university, she stated: 

“The transition was good because I had two friends, a Moroccan and a Turkish girl.” 

- Patricia, 24, Ghanaian, university student 

She studied together with them throughout her studies and is currently in the process of graduating. All of 

the students mentioned the importance of having friends at the university to feel at home and to study 

together. The students who started at the university without knowing anyone all mentioned feeling lonely at 
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first but they got to know other students, especially students with a similar or other migrant background as 

well. Iris, for example, came into contact with a few other students with a migrant background and kept 

close contact with them until she graduated, she stated: 

“You are just drawn to one another, I got to know Cherlaine when she was looking for a class, I 

saw that she was Surinamese and she couldn’t find it as well” 

- Iris, 25, Surinamese, university graduate 

The students argue that there is a “natural” connection between people with a non-western migrant 

background, they just seem to find each other. A “natural connection” which they do not have with native 

Dutch people. One of the students who did not manage to find a group a friends at the university level was 

Kofi, a student who went to school in Amsterdam Southeast. At secondary school he socialized more with 

the VMBO pupils than with the VWO pupils so he had no friends that went to university with him. He  

argued that he did not feel at home which started to affect his self-esteem and results: 

“I was registered for three weeks when I thought fuck it, also because of personal problems, then I 

went to Ghana. I was also very insecure: I thought it was really hard, I was doubting myself 

whether I could do it or not. When I came back I started with Business Economics, I stopped after a 

month. I did not really have someone who said motivated me. It was the first time that I needed 

someone that could help me. All of the people I know knew were failing.”  

- Kofi, 25, Ghanaian, university student 

After finishing his VWO he thought about going to the university of Applied Science because he thought 

university would be too hard. “I needed two years to realize that I could do it, I had many doubts”. After 

two years, however, he found the motivation and determination to finish his studies. He had already lost 

two years and did not want to disappoint his parents, who thought he was doing good, at the university. 

Kofi worked hard, went to the university from 9 to 5 each day. Since then he finished all of the courses. 

This indicated that social capital, having friends studying at the same level is related to self-image and 

achievement. Students who know people who have studies at the university are able to belief that they have 

the ability to handle that level of education as well. This allows them to develop an academic possible self 

(Oysterman, 2006) which produces the necessary behavior and mentality to achieve good results such as 

discipline, planning, attending college and working hard. Students who do not know anyone, and the people 

they know fail, in contrast doubt whether they are able to handle the level.  

Another important factor is the attitude towards studying. Respondents argued that higher education 

requires discipline, planning, focus and hard work i.e. identity capital (Coté, 1997). Malcolm, who came 

from the same secondary school as Kofi had trouble with the transition from secondary school to university 
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as well. Just like Kofi, he did not have any friends and was not use not used to socialize with white people. 

Since he was young he had always been a good student, he used to be competitive and wanted to be the best 

in class. During secondary school, however, he lost his drive to excel because school did not challenge him 

any longer. Without much effort he was able to get good grades. As he started to become too easy going he 

started getting bad grades and had to redo the fourth year of VWO. It became a challenge for him to 

graduate from VWO without the least effort as possible. With this mentality he started at the university as 

well, he failed in the first two years. Like Kofi, he refound the motivation to finish his study after two 

years. In the meanwhile he had a part time jobs as a alarm dispatcher in Amsterdam Southeast. His co-

worker were bossed around like they were primary school children, he did not want to end up like them so 

he got motivated because he knew he could do better:  

“You have someone above you of whom you know you are mentally more capable to lead. You see that 

you can do better than that person when you do your best, that was my motivation to do my best.”  

- Kofi, 25, Ghanaian, university student 

Malcolm, was motivated by a negative possible self (2006), a future image he did not desire for himself. 

Currently, he is in the process of finishing two bachelors, in Information Management and Business 

Economics. In the period that I talked to him he completed seven courses and obtained 117 ECTS in one 

year, almost the equivalent of two years of studying. How did he achieve this exceptional educational 

achievement? Malcolm stated: 

“Just the Bijlmer mentality, I used the hustle mentality as a motivation to come through my study. 

[...] The hustle mentality is to take what you can take, how do I apply it only to study? I know what 

is expected from me, I find ways to make it easier for myself to make the study work efficient, I don’t 

do it according to the rules.”  

- Malcolm, 24, Ghanaian, university student 

This indicated that students who do not have the social capital do not have a supportive network who can 

motivate them for their studies. Instead, they have to overcome their doubts and fears and find strategies to 

motivate themselves and to achieve required results to finish their studies. Parental involvement at the level 

of higher education is less important than during primary and secondary school. In some cases, especially 

with the girls, one of the parents were actively involved by helping them with choosing a study and 

encouraging them to do their best. For the largest part, however, the students relied on themselves much 

more which is illustrated by the words of Malcolm: 
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“When I want or have to do something, I do get the motivation to achieve my goals and I do not 

think many people have that quality. Many people give up when they want to achieve something 

from a hopeless position. You must be able to motivate yourself in an environment where you’re not 

always stimulated.”  

- Malcolm, 24, Ghanaian, university student 

5.6 Sub-conclusion 

Education is generally considered the key to emancipation, social mobility and personal achievement (Crul 

et al., 2013; Karsten, 2010; van Niekerk 2004). This chapter shed light on the experience and achievement 

of youths from Amsterdam Southeast who have reached higher education and the experience of primary 

school children in the context of the Dutch educational system and the school climate in Amsterdam 

Southeast.  

Education has both instrumental and existential value for the youths. They are motivated to do their best at 

school because they, or their parents, migrated to the Netherlands in search of a better future. The school in 

Amsterdam Southeast reflect the population of the neighborhood, they are primarily populated by youths 

with an ethnic minority background from a low socioeconomic background.  The key argument in this 

chapter is that the youths in Amsterdam Southeast face both obstacles to overcome and factors that 

contribute to their development Dutch educational on their journey of learning and growing. Obstacles 

include a lack of mastery of the Dutch language, bad quality of the schools, low expectations of teachers, 

negative peer pressure, parents who are ‘willing but not able’ to help and a school system which does not 

recognize their intellectual talent. The obstacles reflect the opportunity gap in the Dutch educational system 

(Milner, 2012). On the other hand, the same factors can contribute to their growth as well, a teacher who 

believes in you, positive peer pressure, supportive parents and the opportunity to ‘stack’ diplomas in the 

Dutch educational system.   

The transition from primary to secondary school is essential, there are three factors which influence the 

transition. First, the subjective evaluation and corresponding advice of the teacher. Second, the social 

capital, in particular parents who can accept or reject the advice of the teacher and the peers of the child. 

Third, the school attitude of the youths, children with a positive school attitude characterized by being 

studious, achievement oriented, making homework in time and such as the ‘good girls’ and the high 

achieving athletes were rewarded with a high advice. 

At secondary school the role of the teacher and parent continues to be important. The role of the teacher is 

ambiguous, some continue to have low expectations others can support and motivate the youths. The 

structure of the educational system provides opportunities to climb up to higher levels of education through 
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the bridge class or by ‘stacking’ diplomas. Self-esteem, ambition and determination are important in the 

process of ‘stacking’ diplomas. Furthermore, peer group dynamics play an essential role in influencing the 

school attitude and dispositions of the youths. 

At the level of higher education the role of teachers and parents diminish, students have to rely on 

themselves and to a lesser degree a supportive network of students and parents.  Many students from 

Southeast have a lack of social capital, they don’t know anyone on the university and are shocked by the 

white dominated environment which they encounter.  Those who do not built up a supportive network start 

to doubt about their own capabilities which affects their results until they find the motivation and 

determination to finish their studies. Once the students feel comfortable they are successful in their studies 
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6.  Social and Cultural capital & education 
 

The central question in this chapter is: What role do social and cultural capital play in attaining 

educational achievement for migrant youths from Amsterdam Southeast? Five aspects of social and 

cultural capital of the youths from Amsterdam Southeast will be discussed: the home environment, the 

neighborhood, peer group dynamics, networking and extracurricular activities. 

6.1 The home environment 

The family is the primary source of socialization and the acquisition of cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1986, 

Stanton-Salazar, 1997). A third of the youths in Amsterdam Southeast live in relative poverty, a large part 

of these low income households consist of single-parent households (Stadsdeel Zuidoost 2006). Ten out of 

the sixteen students and graduates grew up in single-parent family. Respondents argued that these 

circumstances do not just have financial consequences but also influence the attitudes of many youths. 

Many of them grow up in households were they face financial, social, and emotional difficulties related to 

their socioeconomic status. Parents, often single parents, struggle to make ends meet. In some cases, they 

also have to deal with emotional difficulties related to the divorce of parents and other family issues. 

Student in social science, Nathaly, grew up in such a household and stated: 

“My definition of a low socioeconomic background is that it’s not just financial but your attitude in life as 

well. Their world is small, they see more barriers than opportunities. They see themselves as victims, they 

do not know that you can create opportunities, I know that because that’s where I come from so I don’t 

judge them.” 

- Nathaly, 24, Surinamese, student Anthropology 

 

Despite these circumstances, however, Nathaly was able to reach university. Nathaly grew up and still lives 

in one of the large concrete honey-comb flats in Amsterdam Southeast. When entering the flat, an odor of 

urine overwhelmed me. Homeless people and drug abusers sometimes pass the night in the hallways. At the 

entrance of the flat we are welcomed by a poster with pictures of several inhabitants and the words 

“Akwaaba”, “Bon bini na kas”, meaning welcome in different languages. The flat is a social housing 

project, inhabited mostly by lower class migrant families. The odor in her apartment was quite different 

than the one in the hallway, the smell of a well seasoned traditional Afro-Surinamese dish on the stove 

filled the air. The living room was decorated with pictures of Nathaly, her mother and several religious and 

cultural artifacts such as a painting with an “odo”, a Surinamese saying, “Wan pasensi uma, na wan gudu 
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uma”, meaning a patient woman is a wealthy woman. In the middle of the living room, there is a small 

table with an open Bible and a few sticks of incense. Nathaly’s parents divorced when she was ten years old 

and do not have contact with each other anymore, she stayed with her mother who works as an independent 

care provider but always remained good contact with her father. Her mother always supported her during 

her educational career: 

 

“I told her that you can rise above poverty. The more you learn, the more you can achieve. I always stayed 

up with her when she had to do schoolwork in the night. […] Spiritual nourishment is important for your 

foundation from both the African and the Christian side. You can gain strength and knowledge from it. ”  

- Nathaly’s mother, 66, Surinamese 

 

Nathaly is proud of her mother, because she did not go to university but she educated herself by finishing 

more than 20 healthcare related diplomas. Nathaly’s mother played an essential role in her educational 

career by supporting her financially, emotionally, spiritually and practically in the decision making 

processes and standing up for her against teachers who doubted Nathaly’s ability to complete VWO. This 

reflects the importance of parental involvement in educational achievement (Driessen, 2005).  Despite her 

educational achievement she argues that had a limited worldview and a network that did not reach further 

than Amsterdam Southeast. Nathaly argues that her worldview and cultural capital was expanded through a 

relationship with her partner, Michael, a fellow student who set up a non-profit foundation. He increased 

her awareness about about opportunities which lead her to study in the United States for several months and 

to engage in and a research project which she will present at a conference in Canada.  

 

Romy, in contrast to Nathaly, grew up in a middle class family in Amsterdam Southeast. Her 

parents migrated from Surinam to Amsterdam and her father finished a study in Management, Economics 

and Law (MEL) at the university of applied science. She lives in a one-family house with a backyard in 

Gein, a middle-class neighborhood, in Amsterdam Southeast. When they moved to the neighborhood, she 

remembers, they were discriminated against because they were the first black family in that neighborhood. 

The living room is furnished stylishly, everything is white, including a large plasma TV. All of the family 

members’ iPhones were connected to the TV, they sat together on the couch and laughed about funny 

video’s which they opened via their phone while Romy’ little sister was baking pancakes. There was a 

warm familial atmosphere in the house. The walls were decorated with pictures of a seemingly happy 

family. Her mother, father, little brother and sister, Romy is the oldest one. As we sat in the living room and 

discussed her educational career the whole family mingled with the discussion. Her younger sister, studying 

at the university of Applied Science, just came back from an internship in Canada and her little brother was 
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studying for his VMBO exams. The whole family asked him about his exams. At the end of primary school 

Romy attained a HAVO-level cito score but the teacher gave her a VMBO advice. Her parents, especially 

her father, visibly frustrated with the advice of the teacher, however stimulated her to reach for a higher 

level of education: 

 

“If it is not possible via the short road, it will have to go via the long road.”  

- Romy’ father, Surinamese 

 

Her parents send her to a school in Amsterdam South, Spinoza lyceum, a white school where she did not 

feel at home: “It was too white for me, I could not really develop my identity”.  In the VMBO/HAVO 

bridging class she was advised to go to VMBO because she had a low grade for Dutch. At Spinoza the head 

of the HAVO department did not allow her to go to HAVO, he thought she was too average. After four 

years of VMBO at Spinoza lyceum she went to SGR in Amsterdam Southeast because she met mr. Graven, 

the head of the HAVO department who told her “I know you can do it” and gave her the opportunity to go 

to HAVO. At SGR she felt at home “In a class with colored people you really feel at home”, she argued. 

She finished HAVO successfully. Romy said that her father was a role model for her, because of him she 

wanted to study Law to fight against injustice in society. Furthermore he helped her with homework and 

provided her with practical advice, norms and values: 

 

“My father taught me three things: you're a woman, you're black and you're a black woman, three things 

why you have to work extra hard. I always have to work a bit harder to achieve something.” 

- Romy,26, Surinamese, Law graduate 

 

After two years at the university of Applied Science (HBO) she talked to the study counselor who gave her 

the opportunity to move up to university, and if she would not make it she could pass to the third year of 

HBO. She chose VU University “because it is a black school”. The transition to the university went 

smooth because she was guided by a mentor and she was offered tutoring in Dutch language skills which 

she felt she did not master sufficiently. During the research period Romy had a temporary part-time job at a 

large law firm, where I met her for coffee. Normally she is a very cheerful person but when I met her she 

seemed a bit sad and emotional. She just had a conversation with her manager and the director of her office 

about her performance. She thought she had worked well the months before that so she wanted to ask if her 

three month contract could be extended. In contrast to her expectation the director did not offer her an 

extension, she said:  

 



45 
 

“I worked there for three months and asked whether my contract could be renewed.  The director said 

you're awfully good but we already have someone. Then I went to the manager, he said: Romy, I'm just 

going to be honest with you: sometimes we take an excuse Moroccan (‘excuus Marrokaan’) or a pet Negro 

(‘troetel negerin’). I was broken, I was shocked. I did not go back.”  

- Romy, 26 

 

Shortly after the interview, Romy completed two master degrees in Fiscal and private law and found work 

at a prestigious bank in Amsterdam.   

Romy’ account illustrates several aspects of social and cultural aspects. First, she had access to 

institutional resources such as information about education and the labor market through her father who 

was a role model for her. In contrast to Nathaly she was able to acquire middle class norms, values and 

dispositions at home. This was reflected in Romy’ lifestyle and network, she worked had a part-time job at 

a prestigious fiscal law firm and knew the socially accepted ways of communicating in such an 

environment while Nathaly’s network was limited to Amsterdam Southeast. Furthermore, Romy’ style of 

communicating and presenting herself reflected the mainstream discourse by speaking proper Dutch while 

Nathaly expressed herself by using a combination of street language and proper Dutch.  Second, Romy’ 

account showed the ambiguous role of school agents as gatekeepers to institutional resources (Stanton-

Salazar, 1997). The head of the HAVO department at Spinoza did not grant her the opportunity to attain a 

higher level of education because she was “too average” while the head of the HAVO at SGR did. In 

addition, the counselor at the HBO and the mentor at the university supported her successful educational 

achievement by providing her with practical information about her studies and encouraging her to study 

further. Third, there is a cultural aspect. Despite Romy growing up in a middle class family, she felt more at 

home in culturally diverse environments such as SGR and VU. In addition, she grew up with the belief that 

she was valued differently because of her cultural background and experiences with discrimination and 

racism. Her experience at the law firm validated her belief and illustrated the existence of cultural racism in 

Dutch society (Essed, 1991; Essed and Trienekens 2001, Grosfoguel, 1999). 

 

6.2 The family and the parent: willing but not always able 

The accounts of Nathaly, Romy and the students in the previous chapter illustrated the important role of 

parental involvement in the educational achievement of youths from Amsterdam Southeast. Research has 

shown that parental involvement contribute to children’s the cognitive and social development. Parents can 

create an advantageous pedagogical family climate by helping their children with homework, maintaining 

contact with school, talking with their children about school, emphasizing the importance of school and 

school-appropriate behavior (Driessen 2002; 2005) . The conducted research indicated that many parents in 
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Amsterdam Southeast are “willing but not always able” to foster such an environment. Most of the youths’ 

parents in Amsterdam Southeast, have a lower class migrant background. Research has shown that parents 

from lower classes and ethnic minorities are less inclined to be actively involved with their children’s’ 

education due to barriers in communication, differences in opinion about the responsibility of the school 

and a lack of education (Van de Werfhorst and van Tubergen, 2007). As discussed in the previous chapter, 

there are differences in the extent to which parents are involved in their children’s education. The children 

with educated parents argued that their parents where actively involved with their education by helping 

them with homework, making school-related decisions and maintaining close contact with school about 

their school performance and behavior. Parents who are low-educated, lack mastery of the Dutch language 

and come from a different cultural context, especially Ghanaian parents, appear to be less actively involved. 

Although they value education and want their children to do good at school, they can’t be actively involved 

due to their own lack of education, language proficiency or obligation to work a lot. Seven out of the 

sixteen respondents had a Ghanaian background, they argued that this was a consequence of a difference in 

the responsibility of the teacher between the Ghanaian context and the Dutch context, and a lack of 

information about the complex Dutch educational system. Mavis, a Ghanaian student who climbed her way 

up from VMBO, to MBO to the University of Applied Science, argued: 

 

“In Africa it is like: what the teacher says is obligatory because they know better. In Dutch culture it’s not 

like that, hence it is called an opinion.”  

- Mavis, Ghanaian, University of Applied Science, 25 

 

Despite having a lack of knowledge about the Dutch educational system, however, some parents 

emphasized the value of education and did their best to be actively involved with their children’s school. 

Martin, a student of Surinamese descent placed much emphasis on the involvement of his mother in his 

educational achievement: 

 

“She encouraged me but did not know the educational system, so she stimulated me in her own Surinamese 

way. My mother practices reading with me for hours at the kitchen table and helped me with taking quizzes 

during primary school. At one point she could not do that anymore because she had learned it differently. 

Many parents did not do that and did not come to parent-teacher meetings.”  

- Martin, 24, student Political Science 
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In contrast to Mavis’s parents, Martin’s mother knew the Dutch language and was able to help him with 

homework up to a certain point. Ghanaian student Patricia had an involved mother as well and argued that 

the lack of mastery over the Dutch language should not be an excuse not to be involved with the children’s 

education. Despite both of her parents not mastering the Dutch language and being low-educated they were 

always involved: 

  

“My parents were cleaners, when you don’t speak the language you don’t have opportunities. My 

parents were very serious in this respect, my sister and me had to go to the library and read 10 

books, than we had to write reports for my father.”  

- Patricia, 24, Ghanaian, university student 

 

These accounts show that there are many different way in which a parent can be involved with the 

children’s education. Despite some parents’ lack of knowledge about the Dutch educational system and 

language they emphasize the importance of education and try their best to be involved in their own ways. 

All of the respondents stressed the importance of the encouragement of their parents. Parents instilled the 

value of education provided them with emotional support and in some cases with practical support.  

 

6.3 The neighborhood: Bijlmer subculture and peer group dynamics 

As argued in the previous chapter the neighborhood is one of the extra familial contexts which influence the 

socialization of youths. The ‘neighborhood effect’ includes interaction between peers, children observing 

role models, social networking, parents exchanging information and the establishment of social norms 

(Sykes and Musterd, 2011).  One of the main characteristics of the Bijlmer subculture is the integration of 

different cultures, especially Black Atlantic cultures from the African Diaspora. Angela, a member of the 

district council who finished her university studies in Political Science was born in Ghana but migrated 

Amsterdam when she was 5 years old. She switched from a primary school in Amsterdam Southeast to one 

in Duivendrecht because she was bullied by Surinamese children because she was African. Twenty-five 

years later she observes a different dynamic, in which children from many different cultural backgrounds 

grow up together and form highly diverse inter-ethnic groups of friends. She states: 

 

“My little sister speaks Surinamese fluently. There really is a fusion nowadays, a melting pot of 

different cultures together. The multicultural society is so big intertwined and wrapped together. Even 

though a person is Ghanaian, Surinamese or Dutch you see many features back.”  

- Angela, 32, Ghanaian, local politician and university graduate 
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Youths who grow up in the Bijlmer learn to deal with people from different cultures. Crul (2013) calls them 

the hinge generation (‘scharnier generatie’), youths who are used to switch cultural codes between their 

own ethnic community and other ethnic groups. The strategy of switching cultural codes will be discussed 

more in detail in the next chapter. Some youths, however, grew up in such a culturally diverse environment, 

especially those who go to so-called ‘black schools’ in Amsterdam Southeast, that they don’t have any 

friendly contact with white Dutch people until they enter secondary or tertiary education. During the period 

of fieldwork, nine primary school classes at three different schools were visited in Amsterdam Southeast. 

The classes contained only two white pupils which means that many youths grow up without getting to 

know real white Dutch people. As discussed in this previous chapter, this lack of contact with native Dutch 

people can lead to ‘shock-effects’ when they enter predominantly white environments such as  the 

university and they have a lack of opportunity to learn dominant culture norms, values, communication 

styles and dispositions (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). Karsten (2010) argues that lower class and ethnic minority 

children can benefit from bridging capital, social relationships between different social groups. The 

educationally successful youths from Amsterdam Southeast, however, either learned to deal with cultural 

difference at a young age or were quick to adapt and ‘switch cultural codes’. 

The Bijlmer subculture is reflected in the peer groups which play an important role in the 

socialization process of youths. Peer groups already play an important role at the primary school level but 

increase in importance during the secondary school period. In his ethnography of ‘black schools’ in The 

Bronx, New York,  and Amsterdam Southeast Paulle (2005) argued that peer group dynamics within and 

surrounding the schools influence youths’ attitude and behavior. The peer groups consist of durable sets of 

embodied “dispositions and distributions of various species of capital upon which peer groups were 

based” (Paulle, 2005: 201). In the study of youths from Amsterdam Southeast who reached higher 

education the same peer group dynamics appear to play an important role. At the top of the peer group 

continuum are the “street” oriented “G’s”, “thugs”, “players” or “hustlers”, to use emic hiphop culture and 

Black Atlantic (Gilroy, 1994) related terms. This peer group hold the most symbolic capital and respect. 

They prefer “life in the fast lane”, and “fast money” over the “boring” world of formal school, social 

control of the “nerds” and “white people” and they speak street language. They adopt a “cool pose”, an 

expressive yet “cool” masculine form of self-presentation which suggests self-esteem, control and inner 

strength on the streets but often masks insecurity and self-doubt (Majors, xxx) At the other end of the peer 

group continuum are the “nerds”, the “weak” or the “soft” who have a positive attitude towards school, 

speak proper Dutch and have calm and non-disruptive natures. In between there is a neutral group 

consisting of youths who have contact with both groups and are not fully accepted by the “hard” kids but do 

not belong the group of “nerds” either. The peer group dynamics are not consciously shared ideologies but 
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second natures embodied in the way youths talk, walk, dress and move (Paulle 2002, 2005). The 

respondents argued that the influence of the “hustler””fast money” lifestyle has a big influence on the 

youths, especially young boys, in Amsterdam Southeast, especially during the secondary school period. 

Kofi, a twenty-five year old university school student of Ghanaian descent who went to primary and 

secondary school in Amsterdam Southeast argued: 

“There are many youths who can be influenced, that is the reason that many young people drop out. Other 

matties [friends] do this so they want it too. Bijlmer boys, young boys, are focused on money, they think 

about money as soon as possible. If they see that you can make money quickly, they go with it. I was 

approached to join them as well.” 

- Kofi, Ghanaian, 25, Law student 

The respondents argue that boys do it because they want to fit in, they follow the example of others and 

they want respect and status. Kofi continues: 

“It's more about acting rough, people want to prove themselves. When a boy walks with Gucci, the girls 

who sees him think he has status. You want to “chant  a chicky” [hit on a girl] so you do what others dos. 

They want nice things and they want it the easy way. If you have that you feel good, you're hip, you want to 

be just like him and dress like him. At VMBO-classes, you see that the most: fighting and stuff, everyone 

wants to prove themselves. Also because of the rap clips. Rick Ross, 50 cent, people have beef [fights]. It 

happens subconsciously: they think: ‘I must keep my honor’”. 

- Kofi, 25, Ghanaian, Law student 

As Paulle (2005) argues the “hustlers” and “G’s” hold the most symbolic capital and power in the peer 

group dynamics. Through symbols such as expensive branded clothes of Gucci, Gapstar and Evisu, 

expensive shoes of brands like Prada and Botticelli they try to distinguish themselves and gain status. 

Youths engage in the “hustler” lifestyle to get “fast money” by engaging in illicit and petty criminal 

activities. Donovan, a university student who was born and bred in Amsterdam Southeast and engaged in 

this peer group, stated: 

“Many boys were busy with selling weed, debit card fraud, swindling people. Because everyone did it you 

never thought that you shouldn’t do it.”  

- Donovan, 23, Surinamese, student Business Administration 

Despite of the strong influence of peer groups most of the students did not engage in the hustler lifestyle 

and stayed focused on their education. The students found alternative ways to find their way through 
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secondary school. Kofi, did not engage in the “hustler” lifestyle because he feared the possible consequence 

of ending up in jail and becoming ‘skeer’ a commonly used street language term meaning broke. In 

addition, he did not want to disappoint his parents who migrated all the way from Ghana and had high 

expectations of him: 

“Everyone knew me in Ghana as a smart guy who did well in school. If everyone knows you like that you 

want to keep that status. It's part of who you become. You have that social pressure. Your parents give you 

that extra push because they have seen you can do it.”  

- Kofi, 25, Ghanaian, Law student 

His friends, however, did engage in this lifestyle. He adopted elements of the lifestyle such as talking the 

street language, the fashion, hanging out on the streets but knew when he needed to be disciplined and 

focused on school. And he did not join his friends in illegal activities. The girls were less tempted by the 

“hustler” “fast money” life style and peer group because it is a male dominated, macho peer group. Nathaly 

a twenty-four year old Surinamese student who went to a secondary school in Amsterdam Southeast which 

contained the same peer group dynamics stated:  

“For me, peer pressure is when in a group of people or a group of friends there is social cohesion, they 

influence each other's cultural codes. Until today, I have always developed the method that I have no 

money, but I always look like a million dollars, so I saved myself. […] To resist peer pressure, you have to 

know who you are, a certain personality and a certain character. My character: I don’t think it’s that 

important to dress well, I do not think it's important to be popular, I love learning.” 

- Nathaly, 24, Surinamese, student Anthropology 

Some of the youths consciously chose a school outside of the neighborhood because they or their parents 

thought the quality of the school and the social environment would be better. These youths reported less 

negative influence of peers based on the “hustler” life style. Other forms of negative of negative pressure 

also existed. Carmen, a Surinamese university graduate, went to a white school in the South of Amsterdam 

because her mother, a teacher herself, did not want her to go to school in Amsterdam Southeast. She, 

however, was distracted by a peer group of youths who smoked marihuana, skipped school and “made too 

much fun”.   

As the examples show, peer group dynamics can distract youths from school. On the other hand peer 

groups can have a positive influence on youths as well. Delano illustrated how he was motivated by a group 

of guys who all wanted to achieve a higher level of education and competed to get the highest grade. The 

respondents who moved from lower levels of education, especially VMBO, to VWO observed a difference 
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in peer group dynamics between the different levels of education. Brenda, a university student who climbed 

up the educational ladder from VMBO, to HAVO, HBO to university stated: 

“The way of thinking was different, you still had games between guys and girls. At VMBO you really saw 

this competition. At HAVO was the competition about how to get the highest grades, how to the best pupil, 

or smartest in the class.” 

- Brenda, 27, Ghanaian, Msc. student Public Health 

Pupils in the HAVO and VWO classes were considered more “nerdy” and “boring” than the VMBO 

youths. They were described as diligent, hard working and concerned about their education and future. The 

boys who went to school in Amsterdam Southeast however felt more related with the youths from VMBO 

classes, they were “more fun” than the “boring nerds” in HAVO/VWO classes. In addition, the 

HAVO/VWO classes consisted more of native Dutch and Hindustani pupils while the VMBO classes were 

more populated by the black Afro-Surinamese and Ghanaian pupils. The boys on the schools in Amsterdam 

Southeast continued to hang out with the “hard” kids from VMBO but did not engage in the same activities 

as them. They could identify more with the “hard” kids than the “nerdy” kids because there were more 

youths with similar cultural and socioeconomic backgrounds in the VMBO classes and peer groups and 

learned to engage with both groups. Brenda continued: 

"The HAVO / VWO department was white, it looked like you were in another city, VMBO was colorful. I 

continued to hang out with boys from VMBO. You are inclined to attract towards your own people. I was 

the only black boy in the class with two dark girls. " 

- Brenda, 27, Ghanaian, Msc. student Public Health 

The girls seemed to be less burdened by the peer group dynamics of the “popular” versus the “nerds”. Most 

of the girls refer to themselves as being “nerdy” in contrast to the “hustler” “street” peer group, meaning 

they prioritized education, made their homework in time and tried to get good grades. They avoided getting 

into trouble, never skipped classes and paid attention in class. They formed groups of friends that motivated 

each other and studied together. Patricia, a Ghanaian university student stated: 

“If I have people who do their best around me I'm going to do my best too, when I'm alone I'm going to 

draw my own plan. If you are studying together, you do it because you do not want to be the only one that 

does not make it. Studying together helped me, we always went to the central library.” 

- Patricia, 24, Ghanaian, Msc. Culture Organization and Management 
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The majority of the youths with an ethnic minority background in Amsterdam Southeast grow up in an 

environment where most people are from a lower socioeconomic class and have a lack of access to 

institutional agents such as middle class family members and college going youths. Furthermore, they are 

influenced by peer group pressures such as the “gangster” “hustler” lifestyle which deviates from 

mainstream culture. Respondents argued that there is a lack of positive role models in Amsterdam 

Southeast. Donovan, a twenty-three year old Surinamese university student, stated: 

 

“In South East you do not have a network that you can move forward, you have to know the right people. 

I've never seen really successful people in Southeast, boys I know are footballers or maybe hustlers, there 

have not been people to inspire you to do something with your life at secondary school.”  

- Donovan, 23, Surinamese, Business Administration 

 

6.4 Networking: gaining social capital through extracurricular activities 

 

The lack of social and cultural capital, negative peer pressure and the lack of role models implies that the 

youths have less opportunity to learn the dominant culture and institutionally sanctioned discourses such as 

the socially accepted ways of communicating, network development, knowledge about the labor market and 

education (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). The successful youths from Amsterdam Southeast learn how to “decode 

the system”, they learn how the educational system, the labor market and other mainstream areas work, 

build up a network and learn how to participate in the mainstream world. They do this by participating in 

extracurricular activities and through a bicultural network orientation. This refers to a “consciousness that 

facilitates the crossing of borders, overcoming institutional barriers and facilitates entrée into multiple 

community and institutional settings where diversified social capital can be generated and concerted by 

way of instrumental actions” (Stanton-Salazar, 1997: 25).   Donovan, who grew up and went to primary 

and secondary school in Southeast had his first real contact with a white people at the university of Applied 

Science and adopted elements of the “hustler” lifestyle. After an internship in Portugal, however, he 

became aware of his own limited network and the confines of the “hustler” lifestyle. I met him at a 

networking event, “Hidden talent”, organized by New Urban Collective. The former Dutch minister of 

Finance gave a keynote speech and students could speed date with professionals from several companies at 

the event. Donovan stated: 

 

“My friend group consisted only of blacks, now I go to networking events while I do not know anyone. I'm 

doing research at ABN AMRO bank, I talk with managers, I might do an internship at Innovation Booster 

to inspire innovation within companies.” 
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- Donovan, 23, Surinamese, Business Administration 

 

 

 

Romy, a twenty-six year old university graduate attended the same event. All of the participants engaged in 

workshops where they learned how to present themselves, how to apply for work effectively and got the 

opportunity to grow their network and networking skills. Romy stated: 

 

“Applying for work? I don’t belief in that anymore, it’s all about networking”  

- Romy, 26, Surinamese, Msc. Law graduate 

 

She found work at a prestigious bank through one of the directors which she met at the event. During her 

studies she worked as a volunteer in the Rechtswinkel and a prestigious law firm. Romy was selected as 

one of the finalist in the BestGraduates competition, a national competition for the best achieving students 

in the Netherlands. 

   

6.5 Sub-conclusion 

The central question in this chapter was: What role do social and cultural capital play in attaining 

educational achievement for migrant youths from Amsterdam Southeast? Five aspects of social and 

cultural capital of the youths from Amsterdam Southeast were discussed: the home environment, the 

neighborhood, peer group dynamics, networking and extracurricular activities. The key argument in this 

chapter was that migrant youths from Amsterdam Southeast start from a disadvantaged position in 

education because they have limited access to institutional agents, white middle class social and cultural 

capital on which the educational system and mainstream institutions are based (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). The 
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educationally successful youths, however, learn to cross social borders and navigate multiple social 

networks to increase their social and cultural capital.  

The meso-level factors such as the home environment, the parents and peer groups influence the 

development of youths’ embodied dispositions, i.e. ‘habitus’ (Bourdieu, 1986). Youths growing up in a 

middle class home environment have access to institutional agents such as family members who can 

provide them with knowledge, resources and dominant culture dispositions. Lower class youths, on the 

other hand, have less access to knowledge and resources which results in a different habitus.  Most of the 

youths’ parents in Amsterdam Southeast have a lower class migrant background. Often they are “willing 

but not able” to support the educational achievement of their children due to barriers in communication, 

cultural differences or a lack of knowledge about the Dutch educational system (Van de Werfhorst and van 

Tubergen, 2007). Despite this situation they support their children emotionally and practically to the extent 

of their ability.  

The youths, especially the males who go to primary and secondary school in Amsterdam Southeast, 

are influenced by the Bijlmer youth subculture. They learn to navigate in the peer group dynamic between 

the street culture oriented “hustlers” and school oriented “nerds”. In this process they adopt elements of 

both groups such as speaking both street language and proper Dutch, hanging on the streets and making 

homework in time. They have friends in both the multicultural VMBO classes and the more white and 

middleclass populated HAVO/VWO classes. This illustrates that the youths learn to engage in multiple, 

often conflicting, social worlds at a relatively young age while maintaining a positive attitude towards 

school.  

During their journey through the educational system they become aware of their own limited social 

and cultural network. Often through the ‘shock effect’ of being one the few black students in class. To 

compensate they learn how to “decode the system”; they learn how the educational system, the labor 

market and other mainstream areas work, build up a network and learn how to participate simultaneously 

the mainstream world and their home environment (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). Participation in extracurricular 

activities, especially multicultural organizations such as the New Urban Collective, allow them to cross 

cultural borders, develop a bicultural network and learn dominant culture dispositions.  
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7. Identity capital and possible selves: Ambition for Success, resilience and 

determination 
 

The central question in this chapter is: What roles do identity capital and possible selves play in attaining 

educational achievement for migrant youths from Amsterdam Southeast? It will build upon the previous 

chapters and illuminate the role of identity capital, possible selves and “code switching” in the youths’ 

educational achievement. 

7.1 Accumulating identity capital 

 “I am Mavis and both countries have formed me, I embrace both. At the office I sometimes wear my 

African dress, for me it is just clothing. I have the best of both worlds.”  

- Mavis, Ghanaian, University of Applied Science, 25 

As discussed in previous chapters, the youths in Amsterdam Southeast grow up in a highly culturally 

diverse environment with a lack of social and cultural capital. They either migrated from a different country 

themselves or their parents migrated to the Netherlands in search of a better future. On the path of social 

mobility they have to deal with very different, sometimes conflicting, social and cultural environments on a 

regular basis. Throughout the process of social mobility, however, they accumulate identity capital, social 

and technical skills in a variety of areas, which is reflected in the quote of Mavis (Coté 1996, Matthys 2005; 

2012). Mavis migrated from Ghana at the age of 7 and reached the University of Applied science via the 

“long-route”. She was confronted with cultural differences since she migrated to Amsterdam Southeast 

from Ghana. Her mother, however, got married to a white Dutch man who became a father figure for 

Mavis. In addition, she attended the Weekend School where she was coached by volunteers who she 

referred to as her “Dutch mommies and daddies”. Mavis argues she feels comfortable in a dominantly 

white setting as she developed a layered identity consisting of both Ghanaian and Dutch layers. Currently 

Mavis works at the IMC Weekend school head office as a coordinator for activities for alumni. 
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 The majority of the students, however, had more trouble developing a layered identity and switching 

between different social and cultural environments. In previous chapters, it was discussed that some 

students had their first contact with white Dutch people at institutions of higher education which had a 

‘shock-effect’ on them. Through encounters with the “dominant culture”, however, they became aware of 

their own identity, cultural differences and lack of social and cultural capital which allowed them to 

develop strategies to deal with it. Both Surinamese and Ghanaian students mentioned the encounter with 

particular cultural differences such as the value of modesty in their home culture in contrast to assertiveness 

in Dutch culture, the value of respect for authorities and elderly people in contrast to the value of egalitarian 

based relationships in Dutch culture and the way people separate work and private life. Carmen, a twentys-

six year old university graduate who identifies more strongly with her Afro-Surinamese “roots” but also 

with Dutch culture, and Amsterdam in particular as well, stated: 

“You must learn to network, in our culture you have to be modest and respectful while here it is like, you 

have to be goal-oriented and assertive. You have to learn the behavioral codes, now I am aware of that. At 

the NUC “Hidden talent” reception for example I just go and talk to people. […]You need to cross a 

barrier, you have to teach yourself, it's not something you inherit from school or learn from your friends.” 

- Carmen, 24, Surinamese, graduate Organizational science 

This quote of Carmen illustrates the process of identity capital accumulation, she became aware of cultural 

differences, her lack of social and cultural capital and developed the strategy of overcoming a barrier, 

learning to network and “decoding the system” during her school career (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). Carmen 

went to a mixed primary school and a relatively white secondary school in Amsterdam South. She was the 

only Surinamese in a group of white Dutch friends and noticed that she was different. She struggled to 

develop a positive identity because her African roots, the history of slavery and Surinamese culture were a 

part of her culture as well but ‘her history’ was not part of the Dutch curriculum, which she regrets. She 

went through a period where she felt down, so she went on a retreat to Kenya with a group of black women 
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to regain her sense of self and went through a process of identity development to accept being different and 

build self-confidence: 

“I noticed that I was unhappy. Why can’t I get ahead? I did not come forward because I did not 

know who I was. I didn’t think I was beautiful. You should think you’re beautiful while you only see 

girls with straight hair around you and in the media. With the retreat I could give it a place. You 

must know who you are and where you come from.” 

- Carmen, 24 

This illustrates that the process of identity capital accumulation and resilience can be a conflicting process 

which does not preclude unhappiness and stress. As Stanton-Salazar (2002) argues, it is an optimal 

response to a stressful situation. Some of the Afro-Surinamese students mentioned the history of slavery as 

an important aspect of their identity which reflects Black Atlantic identity formation processes. Carmen 

developed a form of “double consciousness”, containing a dual identity with European and black or African 

aspects. It appears that the students who did not develop relationships with white Dutch people, bridging 

capital early in their lives had more trouble to “switch between cultural codes” and construct a layered 

identity. Marcus, another student reflecting the Black Atlantic identity formation process, for example, 

came into contact with white people for the first time at the university and had an ambivalent attitude 

towards them because he did not know any:  

“Why don’t people want to deal with other people? Fear for the unknown. I was born in this country but I 

was not used to deal with them. I did not grow up with those people, I did not know their values so I did not 

want them to get to know my principles, I just wanted their knowledge.” 

- Marcus, 24, Surinamese, graduate Business Economic 

At a later stage, however, he changed his view and attitude and engaged in a process of transformation 

which he still underwent at the time of the research. He changed his mind because he became aware of the 

importance of networking for his career, first, and he realized that “boeroes” (white people) human beings 

just as much as black people. Marcus graduated with a masters degree in Business Economics and works at 

one of the large Dutch banks in Amsterdam Southeast. Although he works in a corporate and white 

dominated environment, he still reflects the Bijlmer culture by talking the street language, his way of 

dressing and physical gestures. He successfully participates in multiple social worlds, his home 

environment in Amsterdam Southeast and the white middle-class dominated corporate world. This 

illustrates that Marcus is able to “switch cultural codes” between the Bijlmer cultural and “corporate 

culture”, this required a transformative process in his attitude towards white people and the acquisition of 

certain social and cognitive skills such as networking, assertiveness, knowledge of the cultural codes of his 
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new work environment and the ability to adapt. Donovan, a friend of Marcus and a university student who 

came into contact with “boeroes” for the first time at the university of Applied Science had to learn to 

network and adapt as well. He stated: 

“Surinamese people are like: what happens in my house, you do not need to know, work and private life are 

separated.  In the Netherlands it is more combined, colleagues visit you at home etc. These are things you 

encounter. We are more closed, Dutch are an open book. If you are closed you stand out, so you have to 

adapt.  But adapt to what extent? Because you should not lose yourself in it.” 

- Donovan, 23, Surinamese, student Business Administration 

This quote illustrates that the successful youths from Amsterdam Southeast consciously develop adaptation 

strategies through a process of self-reflection and reflection on encounters with different social and cultural 

environments. The youths never adapt completely to their environments, instead they develop a “chameleon 

like” ability to quickly adapt to new social and cultural environments while continuing to be the same 

person based on a layered situated identity (Coté, 1996). As Stanton-Salazar et al. (2000: 246) argued, 

ethnic minority youths develop the ability to “code-switch linguistically in different cultural settings, 

relational strategies for negotiating cultural conflicts, a tolerance for contradiction and ambiguity, and an 

ethnic identity resistant to racist myths and stereotypes”. Another strategy they use to participate in 

different social and cultural worlds is impression management, the goal-oriented conscious process of 

influencing the perception other people have of them (Leary and Kowalski, 1990).
6
 Dellali, a student of 

Ghanaian and Antillean descent, stated: 

“You have to show your emotions in a different way. The way of dealing with each other is very different. 

At home it is normal to give orders, at work you have to ask things. Sometime you have to be very fake, 

laugh when you don’t really have to laugh, listen about another person’s weekend while you’re not really 

interested. You’re pretending, to keep the atmosphere well.” 

- Dellali, 23, Ghanaian/Antillean, Law student University of Applied science 

7.2 Resilience: will power, determination and patience 

 “Patience, do not be distracted, even by setbacks, occasionally there will be an obstacle but then you 

remain calm, perseverance, be realistic, just be yourself.” 

- Marcus, 24, Surinamese, graduate Business Economics 
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These are the words of Marcus on the question what character traits helped him to reach and graduate from 

the university. Besides strategies to deal with cultural differences the youths have to deal with other 

obstacles and barriers which have been discussed in previous chapters as well. Obstacles and barriers such 

as the educational system which can work against them, low expectations from teachers, the lack of 

practical support for parents, discrimination, racism, the language barrier, emotional stress related to the 

home situation and negative peer pressure. The youths in Amsterdam Southeast had to deal with these 

obstacles and barriers to various extents, a process which required resilience and certain psychosocial 

developments (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). They mentioned will power, determination, discipline, self-

confidence, patience and the ability to persevere in the face of setbacks. The accounts put forth in previous 

chapters of teachers with low expectations of children and unstable home situations showed that the youths 

have to able to tolerate frustration and deal with anxiety. Nathaly, a twenty-four year old student of 

Surinamese descent who grew up in a single parent family, in one of the large concrete flats and had to deal 

with low expectations of teachers, bad quality of education and cultural difference stated: 

“You need perseverance, you need to know how to deal with setbacks and success. Never give up, you need 

a lot of hope, you have to be motivated and that begins when you dare to say I have interest in something.” 

- Nathaly, 24, Surinamese, student Anthropology 

7.3 Negative image of the Bijlmer 

Another important barrier the youths from Amsterdam Southeast have to deal with are the low expectations 

people tend to have of them based on the negative image stigmatized image of the neighborhood. 

“Violence, junks and drugs were around when I grew up” these lyrics from local  hip-hop artist Gikkels 

(2009) touch the essence of the way many young people have experienced growing up in the Bijlmer in the 

90s, before the urban restricting program.  The image of the Bijlmer as such a deprived and problematic 

neighborhood continues to occupy “the ethnoracialized Dutch collective consciousness” according several 

respondents and sociologist Paulle (2002: 10).  Respondents refer to their neighborhood as the “ghetto”, 

they remember “the old-Bijlmer” with its characteristic honey-comb flats. Growing up in this neighborhood 

in the 90s they knew bad things such as drug abuse and criminality were common, but none of the 

respondents felt that they were directly affected by it. Despite these circumstances they had a happy 

childhood in the Bijlmer. Marcus, who works at one of the large banks in Amsterdam Southeast was born 

and bred in the Bijlmer says he would not want to live anywhere else than in there. He stated: 

 

“It is a nice neighborhood to grow up, you never really come into contact with negative things. Yes, 

people did bad things like selling drugs. I even hung out with boys who did things tories [illicit activities], 

but during the day we hung out and at night they did their thing.” 
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- Marcus, 24, Surinamese, graduate Business Economic 

Growing up in the Bijlmer, the youths knew that certain people, were involved in criminal activities and the 

“gangster”, “hustler” lifestyle, it was common knowledge, some students were even befriended with them. 

But as long as they did not engage in it themselves, the people did not seem to bother them. This reflects a 

form of social reflexivity, the students knew with whom to be befriended and to what extent they would 

socialize with the “G’s” and “hustlers”. In most cases, the parents protected them in their childhood years 

by keeping them inside, signing them up for extracurricular activities or keeping a close eye on them. The 

respondents oppose the negative image which occupies the collective Dutch consciousness and the media 

of Amsterdam Southeast. University graduate Iris stated that she was frustrated with the image people have 

about Amsterdam Southeast and the prejudice some people have when she says where she is from. She 

grew up in the high rise flats but moved to the newly developed low-rise houses in the K-area of Southeast. 

She states: 

 

“When I say that I live in Kraaienest, people are like: In Kraaienest?! Then you see those looks like:  

“Oh, you live in the ghetto”. And when I say that I have completed a university masters, they cannot 

process it, it is contradictory in their minds. People do not expect it. Sometimes you feel like you have to 

defend why you do not fit into a certain image.”  

- Iris, 25, Surinamese, graduate Business Administration 

 

7.4 Possible selves: Ambition for Success 

 

“My ambition is to become a CFO [Chief Financial Officer], the higher financial boss in a company”  

- Anthony, 26, post-graduate student at private business university and business controller at large 

Dutch bank 

These are the words of Anthony, a young and ambitious post-graduate student at Nyenrode business 

university and business controller at a large Dutch bank who grew up in Amsterdam Southeast. His 

ambition has been his motivation to work hard and to be resilient in the face of obstacles such as negative 

peer pressure and teachers with low expectations. Anthony, was advised to start at VMBO-level despite a 

HAVO cito-exam score and climbed his way up to HAVO and VWO subsequently at a secondary school in 

Amsterdam Southeast. At that time he states that the low expectations of the teachers motivated him to 

prove them wrong. Anthony stated: 
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“I remember that the teacher said that Donovan, another classmate, was able to handle HAVO but I 

wasn’t because I was too busy. That motivated me to show them that I was capable to do it.” 

After finishing VWO it became his ambition to become the first professional with dreadlocks. He worked 

hard, with self-discipline and obtained a master degree within four years. After he graduated, however, he 

became aware of his limited social network which is why he co-founded the New Urban Collective and set 

up a project called Ambition for Success. This is a competition in which students got trained by ethnic 

minority professionals to develop their social and professional skills. At the end of the project he co-

organized a big event in the Bijlmerparktheater where his role model, the former CFO of a large Dutch 

bank of Dutch Caribbean descent, and a few other top professionals shared their experience with the more 

than hundred visitors. Anthony was motivated to organize this project because it allowed him to develop his 

professional network and skills, to profile himself and to bring youths from Amsterdam Southeast in 

contact with positive role models, something he had missed when he grew up there. Anthony’s story 

reflects the concept of possible selves, his future image provided incentives, strategies and patterns for 

behavior which lead to his successful university career, entry on the labor market and start of a post-

graduate study at a prestigious business university. In addition, an “off-track possible self”, i.e. what not to 

do, motivated him as well: 

“In my friend group a lot of things happened, I learned how not to deal with things.” 

Anthony went to both primary and secondary school in Amsterdam Southeast and became befriended the 

“hustler” “G” peer group youths who engaged in illicit activities of whom some ended up in jail. Anthony’s 

mother is teacher at a vocational school in Amsterdam South and his father worked as a financial 

professional in Surinam. He does not have much contact with his father and has a better relationship with 

his stepfather. It is likely that his middle class home environment, especially his supportive mother who is a 

teacher herself, played a large role in shaping Anthony’s attitude and ‘possible selves’ (Oysterman, 2006). 

Furthermore, his “possible self” of becoming a CFO was a source of motivation to accumulate identity 

capital and adapt to new cultural environments. Despite his ambition to become the first financial 

professional with dreadlocks he took the decision to cut them off in the process of applying for a job. He 

presented his story at the Ambition for Success starting conference for an audience of more than eighty 

students in a stylish conference room at VU University: 
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"After I was rejected a few times I looked in the mirror and I thought: I do not see anyone in the financial 

world who looks like me, no one has dreadlocks. I cut them off and wore glasses. At the next job I was 

hired. " 

Anthony’s account illustrates the relationship between educational achievement, social and cultural capital, 

identity capital and “possible selves”. At primary and secondary school it were his “possible selves”, 

resilience and character traits such as determination and perseverance which enabled him to deal with low 

expectations and climb up to a higher educational level. At the university his “possible self” and his ability 

and willingness to adapt to a new social and cultural environment enabled him to successfully graduate 

within a short time. After graduating he was able to compensate his lack of social and cultural capital 

through a “bicultural network orientation” (Stanton-Salazar, 1997), he developed a network of both 

professionals and highly educated peers, he learned social networking and organizing skills through the 

New Urban Collective and he learned to “decode the system” and adapt to it by cutting the dreadlocks 

which he had grown since secondary school. One of the key arguments in this chapter is that three spheres 

of educational achievement, social and cultural capital andidentity capital and possible selves are 

interrelated and influence each other. 

 Another example of the interrelationship between these three areas is the account of Delano. Delano 

a twenty-seven year old Law student at the university was born and bred in Amsterdam Southeast and 

reached the university via “the long route” of VMBO, HAVO and HBO. Since primary school it has been 

his ambition, i.e. “possible self’, to become a lawyer: 

“I had a plan in my head, it did not matter what anyone said, they could not get it out of my head. I wanted 

to study law and become a lawyer. I was seven or eight years old, I thought that I would become rich so I 
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could provide for my family. There was no lawyer in my family, nobody around me did it. It was my dream, 

a vision I continually expressed.” 

- Delano, 27, Surinamese, Law student 

The account of Delano illustrates that a “possible self” (Oysterman, 2006) can provide a student 

with incentives, strategies, plans and patterns of behavior to achieve long term goals which they value.  

Delano was supported by a supportive network of his parents and his judo teacher who instilled a mentality 

of determination, perseverance and excellence in him which helped him to stay focused in the face of 

setbacks such as the low expectations of teachers and the long road of ‘stacking diplomas’. He stressed the 

importance of knowing the conditions to realize ambitions and the role of parents in this process: 

“You must know what you want to be, what is your dream and what do you have to be able to do. If you‘re 

sure you want to be a doctor, you need to do VWO, what should I do to attain VWO. The parents have to 

make this clear to the child.” 

As discussed in previous chapters, the youths in Amsterdam Southeast value education and are very 

ambitious. At the mentoring program with primary school children all of the children had to express their 

future goals and dreams. Most boys wanted to become professional soccer players, like Anthony at that age, 

but many of them had other ambitions such as becoming a doctor, pilot, draftsman or banker. Most of the 

youths, however, came from lower class families where the parents did not know the Dutch educational 

system nor mastered the Dutch language in many cases. The parents were “willing but not able” to 

stimulate their children in their educational achievement and the realization of their “possible selves”. 

Extracurricular activities such as the mentoring program and the Weekend school are methods to 

compensate for the lack of social and cultural capital and stimulate the acquisition of identity capital and 

and the development of “possible selves”. 

As Oysterman (2006) argued, there will be less congruence between the social identity of lower 

class youths and ac academic possible self, so they are likely to face difficulties to sustain behavioral self-

regulation needed to attain academic possible selves. As discussed in the previous chapter they have less 

access to institutional resources (Stanton-Salazar, 1997) such as tutoring, middle class family members, 

parents, peer and teachers who emphasize homework and persistence in the face of obstacles. Self-

confidence appears to play an important role in this process, the youths need to belief they are able to attain 

a certain goal before they show behavior required to achieve that goal. As discussed in chapter xxx Dellali, 

attained the university via the “long route” despite being a gifted student and stopped twice because she got 

pregnant and her mother got sick. She said she never had the confidence in her own educational abilities 
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and got into trouble a lot at school because the curriculum bored her. She only started to believe in her own 

educational abilities after a certain teacher took notice of her and told her she saw talent in her:  

 

 “At first I thought I would reach nothing so I did not do my best. Until the moment I realized I could 

achieve something. The teacher was the turning point. […] It’s a shame that you only encounter someone 

who gives you a positive feeling when you’re twenty-two years old, someone who says you can do it and 

you are doing well. You can say that you believe in yourself but you still need confirmation from outside.” 

-  Dellali, 23, Ghanaian / Antillean, Law university of Applied Science 

 

A year later she won an ECHO Award, a prize for excellent multicultural students, which allowed her to 

study at the prestigious University of Los Angeles in the US and boosted her confidence. Currently she 

performs above average and studies law at a university of Applied Science school which will allow her to 

continue to study at the University of Amsterdam and a prestigious law school in New York. She aspires to 

become a judge because a judge once told her she could do something meaningful when she had to go to 

court. The local newspaper of Amsterdam Southeast featured a large article about her titled “I was angry, 

loud and rebellious”, in the article she stated: 

“You’re background or environment don’t have to determine who you are. With my life story I want to 

show that prejudice can’t define you, buy you define yourself. I want to show that you can excel and 

develop yourself despite of setbacks and struggles.”  

- Dellali, 23 
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Dellali showed resilience in the face of obstacles and the struggle of the process of identity capital 

accumulation (Coté, 1997; Stanton-Salazar, 2000). Furthermore, her life story illustrated how a supportive 

network can influence the self-confidence and the development of a “possible self”. Because Dellali did not 

receive support from home she did not belief in herself until a teacher expressed her confidence in her 

abilities. The ECHO Award reinforced Dellali’s new found self-confidence. Before she met the teacher and 

got the Award, however, it was the negative possible self (Oysterman, 2006), which motivated her to go to 

school: 

“I did not want to become another young mother who is dependent on welfare; my daughter goes to ballet 

and horseback riding and her mother works and goes to university.”  

- Dellali, 23 

7.5 Extracurricular activities and confidence 

Extracurricular activities can compensate for the lack of a supportive network which can support the 

development of positive “possible selves” and self-confidence of the youths from Amsterdam Southeast. 

Mavis, currently a student at the University of Applied Science who started at the VMBO level, 

participated in a program of the IMC Weekend School while she was in primary school, she stated: 
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“I learned a lot and built up a lot of confidence. They were the only ones who could see I was performing 

below my level at school. They have encouraged me, just to keep going, it might take longer but you'll get 

there.” 

- Mavis, 25 

This indicates that the lack of social and cultural capital can be compensated by engagement in 

extracurricular activities such as mentoring programs, multicultural networks or local youths organizations 

where they “feel at home” as they meet successful ambitious peers, role models and get the opportunity to 

develop their knowledge, skills and build confidence. In addition, it contributes to the acquisition of 

identity capital (Coté, 1997) and possible selves (Oysterman, 2006).  

7.6 From the present-self to a possible self 

The identity capital concept of Cote (1997) links macro-sociological factors on the structural level to micro-

sociological factors on the individual level. The findings of this study indicate that the educational 

achievement of ethnic minority youths from Amsterdam Southeast can be conceptualized as a dynamic and 

interactive process between macro-level structural factors such as the educational system discussed in 

chapter 5, meso-level factors such as the social and cultural capital discussed in chapter 8 and micro-level 

factors, the agency of the individual which includes the accumulation of identity capital and the 

development of ‘possible selves’ Oysterman (2006).  

The possible selves are the future images, the goals and ambitions of the individual which provide 

them with incentives, strategies and induce behaviors to attain or avoid a particular future image.  The 

possible self, however, is a self-image which is not realized. Therefore, I would like to conceptualize the 

“present self” as an important aspect of this dynamic process of educational achievement. In contrast to the 

“possible self”, the present self reflects the awareness an individual has of its current social position, 

cultural identity, psychological and social skills, school attitude and capabilities in relation to the social 

environment. It appears that the successful youths from Amsterdam Southeast were able to develop 

intelligent strategies, identity capital, social and cultural capital based on their self-awareness. At some 

point they learned about their own strengths and weaknesses, what skills and knowledge they already had 

and what they lacked to develop their “present self” into their possible self (Oysterman, 2006). This 

dynamic interplay between macro-societal factors, meso-social factors and individual, micro-level factors 

are illustrated in the following scheme: 
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Present-self

Possible-selves

(positive and 

negative)

Macro-societal factors

Dutch educational system Socioeconomic position Black Atlantic culture

Meso-social factors: social and cultural capital

Micro-social (individual) factors

Home environment

Parental involvement

Extracurricular 

activities

Identity capital 

(social and 

psychological skills) 

Bicultural networking 

orientation

Resilience

Layered identity and 

code switching 

Self-confidence

Peer pressure 

dynamics

Neigborhood Institutional agents

Teachers

School-attitude

 

 

7.7. Sub-conclusion 

The central question in this chapter was: What roles do identity capital and possible selves play in attaining 

educational achievement for migrant youths from Amsterdam Southeast? The acquisition of identity capital 

appears to compensate the lack of social and cultural capital (Coté, 1997, Matthys, 2005). The youths have 

to learn to deal with multiple social and cultural worlds and develop a layered identity which allows them 

to switch cultural codes. This reflects the concept of double consciousness in Black Atlantic culture 

(Gilroy, 1993). In addition, they develop psychosocial traits such as determination, self-discipline, patience 

and perseverance in the face of obstacles. Their future-image, goals and ambitions serve as an important 

foundation to develop strategies, plans and attitudes for educational achievement. A supportive network and 

having “someone who believes in you” is crucial in the development of self-confidence to realize the 

possible selves. I have proposed a model which integrates these macro-, meso- and individual level factors 

which contribute to the educational achievement. The present self,  which in contrast to the “possible self”, 

reflects the self-awareness and consciousness of their own social position, lack of social and cultural 

capital, strengths and weaknesses which allows them to acquire identity capital and develop intelligent 

strategies to attain their “possible selves” (Oystelman, 2006). 
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8. Conclusion and discussion 
 

The aim of this study was to gain insight in the underlying reasons of the educational performances of 

migrant youths in Amsterdam Southeast, especially the one who managed to attain higher education. The 

main question was: 

What meaning do migrant youths from Amsterdam Southeast give to school and educational achievement, 

and what role do social, cultural capital and identity capital and possible selves play in educational 

achievement? 

8.1 Conclusion 

The key argument in this study is that the educational achievement of ethnic minority youths from 

Amsterdam Southeast can be conceptualized as a dynamic interplay between structural factors on the 

macro-societal-level and meso-level of the neighborhood, the family and the agency of the individual. 

Factors of influence on the structural level include the Dutch educational system, the socioeconomic 

position of ethnic minority migrants and Black Atlantic culture (Gilroy, 1993). Meso-level factors include 

the various aspects of social and cultural capital; the home environment, the parents, the neighborhood, 

peer group dynamics, institutional agents, teachers and extracurricular activities. Micro-level factors 

include resilience, identity capital formation processes (Coté, 1997), construction of a layered identity, the 

ability to switch cultural codes, a bicultural networking orientation (Stanton-Salazar (1997) and self-

confidence and possible selves (Oysterman, 2006).  

The educational achievement of youths from Amsterdam Southeast can be seen as a local variation 

of a global phenomenon, the disparity in educational performance between migrant youths and their native 

peers. The youths in Amsterdam Southeast, attain the lowest average cito-exam scores in Amsterdam. As a 

result only 34 percent of attend high levels of secondary school i.e. HAVO and VWO which prepare them 

for higher education in contrast to 71 and 73 percent in upper middle class ‘white’ neighbourhoods 

Amsterdam South and the Center of Amsterdam (Dienst Onderzoek en Statistiek, 2013). This phenomenon 

is conceptualized as the achievement gap, this study however is based on the opportunity gap approach 

which questions structural factors as a cause of educational disparities instead of conceptualizing migrants 

youths from a deficit perspective and emphasizing standardized test scores (Milner, 2012). Furthermore, the 

study reflects the global phenomenon of “super-diversity”, the increasing cultural diversity of western 

metropolitan cities such as New York, Los Angeles and London. Cities which have become “minority-

majority” cities, places where there is no dominant ethnic majority anymore demographically (Crul et al., 
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2013). The theory discussed in chapter four illustrated that education can both be a vehicle for social 

mobility and emancipation for migrants (Crul et al., 2013; Karsten, 2010; van Niekerk 2004). On the other 

hand it can reproduce existing social inequalities through structural barriers in the educational system 

(Bourdieu 1986; Paulle, 2005; Stanton-Salazar, 1997).  

In chapter five, on the experience of education, it was argued that the Dutch educational system 

provides both barriers and opportunities to attain higher education for the youths from Amsterdam 

Southeast. The central question was: What role do social and cultural capital play in attaining educational 

achievement for migrant youths from Amsterdam Southeast? Education has both existential and 

instrumental value for the youths. They are motivated to do their best so they can be successful and climb 

the social ladder. In their educational career, however, they face structural barriers such as a lack of 

mastering the Dutch language, bad quality of schools, low expectations of teachers, negative peer pressure, 

parents who are ‘willing but not able’ to help and a school system which does not recognize their 

intellectual abilities (Crul, 2012). This reflects the opportunity gap in the Dutch educational system and the 

theory of social reproduction through the educational system (Bourdieu, 1986; Milner, 2012; Stanton-

Salazar, 1997). At the same time, however, these same factors can work in the youths’ benefit when they 

have engaging parents, positive peer pressure, supportive teachers and the ability to stack diplomas’.  

The transition from primary to secondary school is a crucial period, as the youths are tracked into a 

certain level of education. During secondary school the youths can climb up to higher levels of education if 

they are determined and self-disciplined. At the level of higher education, the migrant youths have to rely 

on themselves, as they are often the first in their families and one of the few in their social network on that 

level of education. After they built up a supportive network and find the motivation and determination to 

finish their studies they were successful in their pursuit of a diploma in higher education. 

A supportive network is an essential element in the educational achievement of migrant youths from 

Amsterdam Southeast. In chapter five, five meso-level factors of social and cultural were discussed: the 

home environment, the neighborhood, peer group dynamics, networking and extracurricular activities to 

discuss the sub-question: How do migrant youths from Amsterdam Southeast value and experience 

educational achievement? The key argument was that the migrant youths start their educational careers 

from a disadvantaged position as they have limited access to institutional agents and dominant white middle 

class social and cultural capital on which the Dutch educational system and mainstream institutions are 

based (Stanton-Salazar, 1997). It matters whether the youths grow up in a lower or middle class home 

environment as it is the main source of cultural capital, especially embodied dispositions, i.e. habitus 

(Bourdieu, 1986). Most parents in this study are low educated and have a different cultural background. 

Often they are “willing but not able” to support their children on the road to higher education as their 
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knowledge of the Dutch society, language and educational system is limited. Despite this situation they are 

a great source of emotional and practical support for the youths. Furthermore the youths learn to navigate in 

Black Atlantic related peer group dynamics between the street culture oriented “hustlers” and “G’s” and the 

school oriented “nerds”, especially during the secondary school period. During their educational journey 

the youths become aware of their lack of social and cultural capital, often through the ‘shock effect’ of 

being the only black person in class. They learn to “decode the system”, learning the dominant cultural 

codes, and they develop the ability to engage in multiple, often conflicting, social worlds simultaneously by 

“switching codes” while maintaining focused on school. 

Chapter seven focused on the micro-level factors, the central question was: What roles do identity 

capital and possible selves play in attaining educational achievement for migrant youths from Amsterdam 

Southeast? On the individual level the youths are able to compensate the lack of social and cultural capital 

and overcome structural barriers in the educational system through the accumulation of identity capital and 

the development of ‘possible selves’ (Cote, 1997; Oysterman, 2006). To deal with the barriers in the 

educational system such as low expectations of teachers and being tracked into lower levels of education 

despite having the intellectual ability to do better the youths develop psychological skills such as 

determination, patience, self-discipline and perseverance in the face of obstacles.  To compensate their lack 

of social and cultural capital they develop social and cognitive skills such as a “bicultural networking 

orientation” the development of a double consciousness or layered identity which allows them to “switch 

codes” between multiple social worlds (Coté, 1997; Stanton-Salazar, 1997).  

The development of individual strategies and the accumulation of identity capital are based on the positive 

and negative future images youths have of themselves, i.e. their ‘possible selves’ (Oysterman, 2006). 

During their journey of learning and growing the youths develop an “ambition for success”, long-term 

goals, dreams and ambitions which provide them with a basis for strategies, plans and behavior to realize 

these ideal ‘possible selves’ and avoid ‘off-track’ possible selves’. Meso-level factors, such as a supporting 

teachers, parents and peers are essential in this process as they influence youths’ self-image, self-

confidence and attitudes. I have proposed a model which integrates these macro-, meso- and individual 

level factors which contribute to the educational achievement. The present self,  which in contrast to the 

“possible self”, reflects the self-awareness and consciousness of their own social position, lack of social and 

cultural capital, strengths and weaknesses which allows them to acquire identity capital and develop 

intelligent strategies to attain their “possible selves” (Oysterman, 2006). 

This study showed that the educational achievement of ethnic minority youths is a complex social processes 

which influenced by different factors on a structural and individual level reflecting the structure-agency 

debate (Eriksen, 2010: 92). The individuals described in this study, however, illustrate how external 
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structures are ‘internalized’ in individuals’ embodied dispositions i.e. their ‘habitus’ (1986). Their way of 

talking, walking and thinking reflected their socioeconomic class. These individuals were able to rise above 

their own socioeconomic class by asserting their agency in conscious decision making processes which 

involved the accumulation of identity capital and learning to participate in different social structures. 

8.2  Theoretical implications 

This study has theoretical implications for the study of the educational achievement of migrant youths. 

Many studies have an achievement gap perspective and emphasize standardized test scores and deficits of 

migrant youths (Driessen, 2001; van der Slik et al., 2006; van Ours and Veenman, 2003). It provided 

qualitative information from an opportunity gap perspective which emphasizes structural barriers in the 

educational system such as the ambiguous role of teachers as gatekeepers to higher education, the quality of 

schools and evaluation mechanisms (Milner, 2012). The findings suggest that teachers can make or break 

the educational career of a young child through their expectations, attitudes and educational practices. It 

appears that the low expectations of migrant youths are related to negative stereotypes of ethnic minority 

groups which can be conceptualized as a form of “everyday and cultural racism”, a structural societal 

problem which perpetuates social inequalities (Essed, 1991; Essed and Trienekens 2001, Grosfoguel, 

1999). Furthermore, it appears that children who are most in need for good quality education, those from 

lower socioeconomic backgrounds with low educated parents, attend lower quality schools which 

perpetuates. In addition, the schools’ evaluation methods are one the one hand standardized which reflects 

the “color blind” approach as it does not take into account how cultural factors such as language and views 

on the responsibility of the teacher can influence children’s school experiences. On the other the evaluation 

methods are highly ambiguous advice of the teachers on primary and secondary school appear to be based 

on subjective grounds which can result in under-advising youths. 

As Crul (2013) argued, can be a key education for the successful integration and emancipation of migrant 

groups. The youths studied in this research, mostly came from, lower class Surinamese and Ghanaian 

backgrounds. Despite the focus on these ethnic groups, it is likely that the findings will be similar for other 

ethnic groups such as Antilleans, Moroccans and Turkish youths. They face the same educational system, 

the same mechanisms of stereotyping and cultural racism (Essed, 1991; Essed and Trienekens 2001, 

Grosfoguel, 1999).  And their socioeconomic positions are comparable to those of Surinamese and 

Ghanaian youths; they are the first or second generation migrants who grow up in lower class households 

with low education parents in multicultural neighbourhoods. 

8.3 Reflections and recommendations 

As discussed the topic of educational achievement of migrant youths is a complex issue which is related to 

different factors on several levels of analysis. This research was limited due to time constraints related to 
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the masters program which compelled me to focus on several aspects of the topic. The findings indicated 

that there are several aspects which appear to be essential in the process of educational achievement of 

migrant youths and could be investigated more in detail in further research such as the role of the teacher. 

What is the role of the expectations, attitudes of teachers on migrant youths? How do these expectations 

come about and how do the youths deal with low expectations of teachers? Another important aspect which 

could be investigated more in detail is the role of the parents from with a lower class migrant background. 

The findings suggested that they are “willing but not able”, it would be interesting to investigate how they 

could become “willing and able”, how can migrant parents support their children to achieve higher 

education despite their limited knowledge of the Dutch educational system en low education? Another 

aspect of social and cultural capital is the role of peer group dynamics. How do these peer group dynamics 

come about and how do they influence migrant youths’ self-image, attitudes and educational performance? 

Last, it would be interesting to compare educational systems and the strategies migrant youths take to 

achieve higher education in different societies to find out what the most important barriers and factors of 

success are. 

To conclude I would like to reflect on the essence of this study. My main reason to conduct this research 

was because I wanted to tell a different story about the youths from Amsterdam Southeast. Too much 

emphasize is placed on the youths who drop out, the low performance of youths and other stories of 

‘failure’ and ‘underachievement’. I belief that every youth, no matter their social, cultural or religious 

background has the potential to be a person of value for the society and a person of value of him or herself 

when given the proper and fair conditions and environment to learn and grow. Just like the rose that grew 

from the concrete, proving everybody wrong, the youths from Southeast proved many people wrong by 

continuing to persevere in the face of obstacles and believing in their dreams. As a teacher said at a debate 

on education in Amsterdam Southeast: 

“Children are like plants, they all grow in their own way. They all get a certain amount of sun, water and 

light. To let them flourish you just need to take good care of them.” 

- Mr. Mike, Surinamese teacher 
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9. Executive summary 
 

Dutch society, especially the major cities such as Amsterdam have changed fundamentally in terms of the 

composition of the population. Since 2011 Amsterdam has become a ‘majority-minority’ city, a city where 

there is no dominant ethnic majority as more than halve of the population has a migrant background. This is 

reflected in multicultural neighborhoods such as Amsterdam Southeast which is inhabited for more than 

two third of the population by migrants, especially from Surinam, the Dutch Caribbean and African 

countries. The neighborhood also reflects structural barriers within the society. From primary school to 

higher education, migrant youths face obstacles in their educational careers. As a consequence, the youths 

from Amsterdam Southeast attain the lowest average cito- exam scores in Amsterdam which results in a 

lower participation in higher forms of education in comparison to their native-Dutch peers from ‘white’ 

middle-class neighborhoods. Despite structural barriers migrant youths many are able to overcome them 

and reach higher education. The central research question in this study is: What meaning do migrant youths 

from Amsterdam Southeast give to school and educational achievement, and what role do social, cultural 

and identity capital and possible selves play in educational achievement? A qualitative study was done to 

gain insight in the experiences, meanings, perceptions and strategies of youths who reached higher 

education. The findings show that educational achievement is a dynamic and interactive process between 

structural factors and the agency of the individual. On a structural level the youths face barriers such as low 

expectations of teachers, low quality of schools, discrimination and a school system which does not 

recognize their intellectual abilities. At the same time the Dutch educational system provides opportunities 

to climb up to higher levels of education by ‘stacking diplomas’. On a meso-level, the home environment, 

parental involvement and peer pressure dynamics influence youths’ school attitudes and educational 

achievement. On an individual level the youths compensate their lack of social and cultural capital by 

accumulating identity capital, social and cognitive skills such as the ability to engage in multiple social 

worlds and switch between “cultural worlds”. They develop individual strategies, plans and behaviors 

based on positive future self-images, long-term goals, dreams and ambitions i.e. ‘possible selves’. Self-

reflexivity, determination, patience, self-discipline and perseverance in the face of obstacles are 

psychosocial traits which characterize the youths who manage to reach higher education despite structural 

barriers. Their stories of educational achievement illustrate the process of emancipation of migrant youths 

and successful integration in an increasingly diverse society. 
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