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Abstract

This article contributes to the investigation ofugee and immigrant education from a
psychological perspective and could be said tohbesfitst of this type locally. Within the
context of the public debate that surrounds theigretion issue in Malta, as the number
of arrivals continues to rise, this paper showcdbkesnarratives of school experiences of
three students who attend local mainstream Statendary schools. All of these childrer
came to Malta accompanied, though irregularly batkioom the north coast of Africa
(“klandestini). The school experiences of these students anergy positive although it
is also clear that they face the challenge of samgavithout adequate preparation and
support where individual resilience seems to plagleaisive part. On the other hand,
schools need to be prepared to teach student pgmmsdathat are culturally and
linguistically diverse by implementing practicesathare inclusive and that reflec
multicultural forms of education. This study alsalicated that, in addition to the expecte
struggles that any immigrant child would face wiséarting school, the experience of these
children is to some extent shaped by the factttieyt areklandestini’, due to the negative
manner in which this category of migrants is geiheperceived.
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I ntroduction

In Malta, until relatively recently, there was littpublic debate on immigration.
Although there have always been a number of foergyiving in our midst, their

presence went largely unnoticed. In recent ye&s,situation changed and, today,
immigration is, without a doubt, one of the mosdely debated and contentious
issues on the national agenda.

Migration: political rhetoric and public debate

The increase in the number of irregular immigrarts/ing in Malta by boat, usually
from Libya, since 2002 has been described as “thst important social and cultural
challenge it [Malta] has faced for a long time” (8p2006).

In fact, “boat people” make up just a portion of ilmmigrant population. At any
given time, there are always a considerable nunolberon-EU nationals who are
legally present in Malta for various purposes, udahg study, work or family re-
unification. Over and above this, there are alwaysumber of immigrants staying
illegally in Malta. Although it is impossible to tigmine the true extent of this
phenomenon, reports carried in the local medianotbed some light on this
otherwise hidden reality (Amore, 2005).

In spite of this bigger picture, national debate iommigration is almost
completely dominated by the challenges presentedhbyannual influx of “boat
people”. It is clear that this new reality has keda significant change in public
perception of immigrants and immigration.

This category of immigrants is colloquially refedreo somewhat pejoratively as
“klandestinj” a term that refers to the “clandestine”, i.edden, or irregular way in
which they travel. In addition to the negative undees of the nomenclature adopted,
they are generally perceived as a burden on Maltarg limited resources, taking
what rightfully belongs to the Maltese, and presenta threat to Malta’s social
cohesion, security and economic stability (Texe2@)6). This negative perception
has led to an increase in public hostility towardsigrants and the rise of right wing
political movements in Malta.

This has a determining effect on immigrants’ evahtclusion into Maltese
society, as integration “relates to both the coodg for actual participation in all
aspects of life in the country of durable asylunwadl as to refugees’ own perception
of acceptance and membership in the host sociéyfopean Council on Refugees
and Exiles, 1999).

M ethodology
This study was designed to research the schooktaunt of children aged 11-16,
from families of irregular immigrants, who are néiwing in Malta. It was aimed to

provide a much-needed window on the initial adaaof children and adolescents
traversing the abrupt, often involuntary, transitthat immigration entails.
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A qualitative research approach was used, namelyergretative
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), chosen becauses iaimed at exploring and
describing lived experience in a meaningful way.

As is typical with IPA studies, non-probability, athand fairly homogeneous
sample sizes are considered optimal. Hence pumaswmpling was used to select
three young (minor) participants on the basis efftilowing criteria:

- the manner in which they traveled to Malta (by Hoam Libya);
their age - they had to be between the ages ohd1& years
the length of their stay in Malta — at least twange having arrived any time
between January 2002 and end 2004.

Three students from different ethnic backgroundseveetually selectéd
Tesfai, a 15-year-old Ethiopian boy;

Metin, a 13-year-old Kurdish boy;

Elize, an 11-year old girl, from the Democratic Belic of Congo (DRC).

All the participants in this study went through theylum procedure but not all
were granted protection in Malta. Given their gkl recent arrival in this country,
these youngsters could be said to be in theirfiost-migration years.

Through the first-hand narratives of these childithis study sought to gather
insights into their adaptation, or lack of it, tonaw reality including local culture,
language and school environment. Critical theoriststend that student voice can
become an organising force to negotiate and cartstnultiple interpretation of
school life within the reality of institutionalisadays of being in school (Roberts &
Locke, 2001). Of particular relevance are their exignces of prejudice and/or
discrimination, school and/or cultural barrierdy@al success, adaptation to curricular
demands, relationships with peers at school artiarcommunity, their relationship
with teachers and other school personnel, andalleeptayed by family members that
potentially contribute to or otherwise hinder thgseths’ adjustment to local school
contexts.

Interviews were carried out with the three minomigrants, with one or both of
their parents, and with a teacher who taught thiel cluring the scholastic year the
study was conducted. Based on literature findings, interview schedule with
children and parents focused in the following issuexperience of displacement;
arrival and initial adaptation; school experienassyes related to cultural and ethnic
identity; experience of racial abuse or discrimimatand future aspirations.

In the teachers’ interview, questions centred airtperception of the child in
terms of social inclusion, school performance armtsss.

This schedule was used as a guide, allowing treevigwer to be open to follow
the respondent’s direction when necessary and expl@as of particular interest and
concern as they arose.

! The names used are entirely fictitious, albeitdgpof their country of origin, in respect of theight to privacy
and to maintain confidentiality.
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Findings: Individual narratives

In this section, we start by presenting a brieflgsia of each individual participant’s
narratives, and from this analysis we go on toagdlate significant themes. Major
themes, concepts and processes of each narrative identified to develop an
interpretative discussion. Cumulative comparisdngadividual accounts and relevant
discussions were used to generate overarching conthremes across narratives,
which are then discussed in greater depth. Thasaimtry and understand the content
and complexity of those meanings rather than meabeir frequency.

Child 1: Tesfai

Tesfai, a 15-year-old boy from Ethiopia. arrivedMalta at the age of 12. His family

fled Ethiopia when he was 2 years old, for politicasons, and sought refuge in
Sudan,. Some eight years later, Tesfai, his mahdrhis two younger sisters made
the perilous journey across the desert to Libyaerehhis father gone some time
before. They left Libya by boat and ended up in tilalvhere they were kept in

detention for around a month and a half before thweye released to await the
outcome of their asylum application in the commyfitit the time the study was

conducted, Tesfai's family was still awaiting a dindecision on their asylum

application.

Tesfai went to school in Sudan until the age ofiaalta he attended a Form 3
class in a local Boys’ Secondary School.

Tesfai and his parents accepted to participatbernstudy without hesitation and
they willingly shared their experiences of immigpat and life in Malta. The
following major themes emerged from Tesfai's naveat

- fear, including the fear of losing his life

- lack of “fit' — unclear roots and poor ethnic idiyidevelopment
- finding a ‘fit' — the need to belong and schoollusion

- the courage to be &landestin

- identity issues and successfully adapting to Maltagdture

- insecurity in relation to future prospects

Tesfai had many vivid memories of his journeys asrihe desert between Sudan
and Libya and then again across the sea from Libyislalta. He often referred to
intense fearful experiences and almost lookingeatidin the eye:

[About the desert crossing] First of all, to gorfr&udan to Libya we had to cross the
desert, | remember it was a problem for me, becthexe was nowhere to stay, you
don’t even see a single tree, or animal, or angthinall, just nothing. Water was also
a problem; we could only drink at timed intervaiswas a big problem for us to
cross... especially in that sun. In ten days we ad;\but the road to get there was
tough, we suffered...however it was suffering whiah lad to live with.

[About the sea crossing] When we got there wehallight it was over, however it all
started again, when we had to cross by sea. | wsaydhat the sea crossing was even

2 Al irregular immigrants arriving in Malta by boanhcluding women and children, are immediately thetd in
terms of the Immigration Act. Since 2004, vulneeaibhmigrants, such as families with minor childrare
released from detention once their case is assasselical screening is conducted and accommodgifaund in
the community. In practice this may take days, wamkeven months, in exceptional cases.
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more problematic....... Your life is at risk; you do®ven know if you're going to
arrive or not, but your will tells you to try, néd give up....... at the end it was
particularly ugly when we arrived in Malta.... It wasig problem.

After arriving in Malta, Tesfai was totally unawané his whereabouts. Despite
the confusion and the fact that he was detainedvdsegrateful that he had survived
the ordeal of the journey by sea:

Detention is like a prison... But at that time, whgou remember all you passed
through you thank God... You say: the main thinghist twe are alive and you need
to put up with it to get there.

This proactive attitude and desire to belong waeeslly evident when Tesfai
began to attend school. He clearly longed to gsctwol again and live the life that
any regular child does: “I felt happy to go to sshd@hey gave us satchels and so on.
When | started school, | went in and | was all tigtot as bad as | thought it would
be.”

This last sentence shows that he was very appreeeaisout starting school, his
main concern being whether he would be able tdlyifimd an environment where he
belonged. There was a sense of relief that schdata@t turn out to be as threatening
as he feared it would be. To him, the main obstaeleeeded to overcome was the
language barrier. “The first thing which really got me was that | did not know
Maltese.” However the language problem did not primsurmountable also thanks to
the support from teachers and friends.

Tesfai also fitted in with his friends; he proudiyentioned his best friends by
name one by one, those at school, in the neighbodriand at the football nursery.
He stated that he never had experiences of rduimeaat school. On the contrary, he
felt he was popular. This was confirmed by his faeacher, who believed Tesfali
fitted in totally with his Maltese peers: “For nté&silike he is Maltese!” Ghalija gisu
Malti!], both on the level of behaviour as well as acadgrarformance.

Tesfai’s ability to fit in with his peers and thgsgem at large stemmed from his
strong determination to belong, on one side, aedatelcoming stance of both peers
and teaching staff, on the other. His craving tdofg so characteristic of any
adolescent, was further fed by a need that wasrrsatesfied in his childhood years
and was therefore more urgent. From his own accaustclear that it was in Malta,
for the first time, at the age of 12, that Tesfaafly found a place where he felt
comfortable to be himself and able to develop althgaself-identity without
struggling against culturally alien norms and preass.

Valtolina (2004) states that the level of schoalusion is favourably enhanced
by the individual's good use of the native languaespite the initial difficulties,
Tesfai was soon able to speak Maltese extremegnfly, as was also evident from
the interview | carried out with him. Valtolina go®n to say that those who are
competent with the language also enjoy better peationships. This finding seems
to be reflected in Tesfai's experience of schoolusion.

What is also particularly striking about Tesfahis courage to be totally honest
about his origins, who he is and where he came:from
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Yes of course | tell my friends and teachers. Tasly me, ‘How did you arrive?’ |
tell them that | came through the desert and thersea. They tell me you must have
had a problem to arrive then, and | tell them, ‘Yidsad many problems.’

Despite his audacity to share the truth about hgrs and status, Tesfai had no
problem in identifying with Maltese people and ledt he was living a life like any
regular Maltese adolescent: “I have everythingel fust like them. | do not mind that
| am not Maltese. | feel Maltese because | havestmee things they have. | have the
same education they have. | have the same fridvagsdo.”

Tesfai also said that he was happy to retain cetastoms or traditions that
belonged to his people, however, the need to bedodgnerge with his Maltese peers
also emerged clearly during the interview. “I rgallish to eat like my friends, but my
father doesn’t work... it's like I'm shy to eat diffently from my friends... | would
like to have the same things as my friends.”

Tesfai was possibly engaged in the assimilatiortgss whereby his ethnic and
cultural traditions were being permanently replalsgehew social norms and practices
learnt in the new country through a process of e@tion (Portes, 1996; Zhou,
1999). Considering that Tesfai had never reallgdivn his country of origin, there
was always a gradual diffusion of his ethnic idgmdis a result of living in alien lands
that were not at all welcoming. In Malta, Tesfaisataking hold of an identity that
was not only convenient for him to adapt at thagstof his life, but also guaranteed
sufficient stability and was not in conflict withipr patterns of self-concept.

When questioned about his future, Tesfai did nohrogt himself to particular
options. Although he reiterated his love for Maha, brought up a number of factors
that could ultimately compel him and his familyltmk to settle elsewhere. He spoke
of Malta being too small to accommodate so manyigmnamts, a principle reiterated
by his father and his mother in the short intenamshe made, and the difficult living
conditions. Although Tesfai seemed to accept timistay in Malta would probably
not be permanent, his narrative betrayed an owegisense of insecurity as result of
the uncertainty this created.

In conclusion, | believe that Tesfai’'s inclusion svabove all the result of his
courage to show himself for what he really was.sThogether with his naturally
pleasant personality. earned him the respect gbéess, teachers, friends and indeed
the entire neighbourhood.

His story is a clear indication that the inclusiohimmigrants and refugees is
truly possible. He was fortunate to find an inchesattitude at school that did not
stigmatise black people dklandestini, however he deserves the merit for having the
audacity to ‘push’ for his own inclusion, as it weby being unashamed of his own
status that in his mind was ultimately secondaryisadignity as a human person.

Child 2: Metin

Metin, a 13-year-old Kurdish boy, arrived in Maftam Libya with his family, his
parents and six siblings, in 2003. He too atteralxtal Boys’ Secondary school (not
the same attended by Tesfai), and at the timeeokthdy he was in Form 4. Metin’s
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family fled the ongoing persecution that Kurdistople in Turkey were subjected to
by the national government. On arrival in Maltegyttwere detained; 9 months later
they were released after they were granted hunmamtprotection.

Metin, like his siblings, did not go to school baakme in Turkish Kurdistan and
received his basic skills from his mother. Therefechool in Malta represented his
first experience of formal education.

Metin and his family were initially reluctant to paipate in the study; this
reluctance was largely symptomatic of an underhgagse of fear and insecurity that
emerged as one of the dominant themes in his naarat

The main themes in Metin’s story were the following
fear to trust and shame

lack of ‘fit’ — school perceived as stigmatising
passivity and ‘learned helplessness’

the trap of chronic insecurity

Metin's fear, especially to trust others, was resigle from the beginning of the
interview. Many of his answers were short and heided describing situations or
feelings in detail. When asked about the journeyinnmediately claimed that he did
not remember anything about it. Although Metin v@agoung boy at the time, it was
hard to imagine that he held no memories of sugfualling experience: “| remember
nothing... 1 was too young... | was only nine at thee.” His refusal to share his
story was possibly indicative of his lack of desicerevisit experiences that were
hard, painful, ultimately traumatic and possiblyasteful. In fact, his parents
described their escape from home and the journmsadthe sea to Malta as very hard
and as very disturbing for their children.

However, it is relevant to note that Metin’'s unwmigjness to speak about the
experience of his journey and his life before captim Malta could also be the result
of pressure not to speak about this. It is not omknfor immigrant children to be
placed under pressure from parents or relativestoalivulge information that is
regarded as sensitive. Metin’s response could bésainderstood in this respect,
especially given the family’s evident concerns dlibeir personal security and their
future prospects in Malta.

His fear to trust others was also manifest in tlag Wwe spoke about friendships.
He said that he had good friends at school andercommunity, however, he had a
sense of shame about his origins and the stignieeiofy an ‘illegal immigrant’. He
would never speak to his friends about his origims,land, or his arrival in Malta: “I
don't like talking about Turkey and how we got tah4, and so on....” This could
have been an additional source of great psychabgtcain on the child, which might
have potentially led to unwarranted forms of exatimed behaviour, with the added
risk of the child being stigmatizing simply becalrgeis an immigrant.

Despite his difficulty to trust, the shame, hiseagrity and his highly introvert
personality, Metin was very clear when describihg difficulties he encountered
adapting to school in Malta. He said that “Whetarted school, | had no idea how to
read and write,” although his mother claimed thigspite a total absence of formal
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schooling, he had acquired rudimentary literacy amoneracy skills. His first
experience of schooling was in Year 6 at a locamnary school. He felt totally
overwhelmed by the pressures of school, both sacidlacademic, and relied entirely
on the support that was provided to him by an ts#isit that stage:

At the beginning | was very shy, but now not thaicim... | had a teacher who used to
help me to read and write properly..... she usedtdg with just me and | began
doing well.

He then described how the move to secondary schaslyet another challenge,
despite the fact that he had made significantesrimhead from an academic point of
view. It was especially challenging socially asdteiggled to make friends. In his
own words:

Form | was very difficult for me.... Very often thexed to pick on me... they would
say things like ‘go back home'.... Or at times theguhd pick on me for my religion,
saying things like: ‘Mohammed is a pig’...

Another theme that emerged from Metin's narrativibsit was confirmed by
those of his parents and teachers, was that ofvigshat verged on to a pervading
sense of learned helplessness — as in a helplesgne=act constructively to adverse
situations.

With regard to school, Metin stated that he waskeein to attend, and indeed did
not manifest a particular motivation to perform wéi seemed as though he was
happy to merely go through the motions of schootl be attended more because it
was an obligation than because he was interestiedining.

Despite his apparent inclusion, Metin’s perceivdterent status with respect to
his peers could have contributed to a lack of nabidn or ability to reach out to
teachers who could help him, and to passively adtepbarriers which were built by
those in charge of educational welfare, as susidigeRoberts and Locke (2001).

The final theme that emerged from my interview wiletin was that of intense
and chronic insecurity and a lack of a strong iteribrmation. His insecurity went
beyond his failure to trust but indicated a feacdonmit himself, possibly for dread of
having his hopes dashed and failure once agaiforead.

He was particularly concerned about the labelmmigrant’ or ‘refugee’ that he
evidently found derogatory and shameful, althoulgis twas inferred rather than
explicitly stated by him. He seemed to be proudlisfidentity as Kurdish, rather than
Turkish, and also felt comfortable to be called tds¢. However, his insecurity
regarding his status was especially clear whemllked about his future. He was very
non-commital on the subject and was at a loss wbeafronted with the question. He
said he would like to become a professional foddbapossibly abroad, although the
chances for such a dream to become reality lookeglremote. The constant hope for
a better future elsewhere was also a leit motif wes confirmed in the interview with
the parents.
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Child 3: Elize

Elize, an 11-year old girl from the Democratic Riejziof Congo (DRC), arrived in
Malta with her mother and two siblings three yeamsviously. Her family escaped
war-torn DRC and, after the ordeal of crossing thehara Desert and the
Mediterranean from Libya, they reached Malta. A¢ ttme she was aged 9 and her
brothers were aged 8 years and two months respbcthter father was not with them
in the sea crossing as he was arrested in Libyanvesks before they left, but luckily
he arrived in Malta some weeks after they did.

After spending some time in detention, the familyaswreleased and
accommodated in a one-room apartment in the Opertr€€éor immigrants in Hal
Far. Their application for asylum had recently beefinitively rejected and hence
they had no formal legal status although they ometil to reside in Malta with a
temporary visa.

Elize and her family were very welcoming and acedpto participate in the
study willingly. Elize immediately struck me as aief, unassuming girl, who did not
find it easy to speak at length as she was extiyersiey and reserved. Both her
parents, who spoke French, spoke openly about thgieriences back home, the
dangers they encountered on the journey and ffestol date in Malta.

The main themes that emerged from Elize’s storieew
Fear in relation to the experience of escape
Difficulty to adapt and insufficient self-confidemc

- Shame - school perceived as stigmatising

Insecurity regarding present and future possibsiti

Elize claimed she remembered very little about ifeDRC although she also
went to school there. After the family left Condey lived in Libya for two years,
where, as expected, life was arduous. Elize apfdeardave experienced great fear
during the crossing by sea from Libya, which seeteeldave particularly impressed
her, although she still did not divulge many dstail

When we came on the boat we make five days...It veag difficult and we went to
crash in the big boat...and then the driver he turiteglas dangerous and the sea was
rough and we were very afraid!

The trauma of the sea crossing was all the moeavin her mother’s words:

We wait night. We don’t see something like thikad baby one month two weeks. |
cried too much. | show my baby like this. ‘Lookplg look, | cried. ‘Wait. Don’t
move.’” The people from Malta came after one o'cloddht. They start from baby,
after, me...”

After the ordeal of the crossing they had to faoeigration checks before being
bussed to Safi detention centre. Among the proesdaompleted, finger-prints of
each immigrant were taken for identification pugmsElize found this experience
petrifying: “I was very afraid. | think that whehey take the hand, they are going to
cut it off.” Elize, her mother and younger brotlseent only five days in detention and
simply described those days as “difficult”.
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After their release from detention, Elize soon lmetzaattend a Year 5 class in a
local primary school. No supports were providealaiand she was left to her own
devices. As expected, the language barrier was usecaf great stress and
apprehension (Portes & Rumbaut , 2001; Suarez-Or&z8uarez-Orozco, 2001):

It was very difficult. | didn’t know even to sped&nglish and of course no Maltese
too. At least my teacher was speaking French tobewmause she realised | could
speak French. So | speak to her in French.

When describing her first encounter with same-agerp in the school
playground, she immediately remembered an incid#ntacial intolerance and
rejection.

In the school with other children it was difficult.was lost...Some children were
nice...and others a bit bad...if when they saw me aratfas playing with me, they
don’t want to play. They say ‘I don’t want to plegth you because you are black.’

She also recalled making friends with other girlenf the same ethnic
background, which helped her feel less singled with respect to the Maltese
children. While in Year 6, she attended some eeginglish literacy classes offered
by an NGO, which she said helped her a lot in cetm@nsion and expression of
English.

Despite the move to a larger and potentially morernohelming Girls’ Area
Secondary School, things got progressively beBire was now in Form | and she felt
happy to go to school. Her friends were perceivedkiad to her and she also
mentioned one particular Maltese girl with whom stes very close. Her introvert
nature however was not an asset in helping hed lvalationships or take classroom
initiatives. Her mother pertinently said: “she dot@lk too much.” Her form teacher,
confirmed that her introvert nature and the faet tmall groups or ‘cliques’ within
the school were well established made it hardehéorto blend in.

Elize was fully aware of her shyness and saidtdethers picked it up and often
took the initiative to ensure that she was graspiegesson: “Sometimes | am too shy
to talk and they ask, ‘You understand?’...But Idfitreachers very helpful.” This
reluctance to seek help might prove disadvantageotise long run; as she always
depended on the teacher to pick up her difficultibe risk was that many of them
would go unnoticed and therefore unattended to.s3lek that at times some friends
helped her especially when the volume of work waswhelming:

It's a bit hard. | manage English well but Mathsl adaltese are difficult. Sometimes
someone helps me at school...sometimes a child andtsoes a teacher [or support
teacher/facilitator].

She did say that she would like to have more atessrhelp. Her parents could
only provide limited support although they had lwaditact with her current school.
On parents’ day her mother said she received pedidedback overall and teachers
showed a positive attitude towards her as a parent.

Regarding her self-identity, she said she was hapje Congolese but now felt
more Maltese in some ways, “for example clotheslanduage”. It seems that Elize
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was currently exploring her self-identity througlp@cess of identification with her
original roots, as is typical of pre-adolescentec(®iaroli & Mancini, 2002).
Furthermore, as she had been in Malta for justawo a half years, Elize was still
coming to terms with new ways of being and beloggimhich to some extent were
still alien with respect to her former cultural i, with school only having some
effect on self-concept development at this stages Tdea is also congruent with
Schimmenti’s (2001) findings that indicate that igrant adolescents who have been
in a new country for a little time find it difficto form new interethnic relationships.

Elize was also going through her school days kegpigr history and previous
experiences absolutely secret. She said that nobweey asked her where she came
from and how she arrived in Malta. However she aiaial, “I don't like to say it".
This denoted a sense of shame and an overwhelmaogqupation that she might be
stigmatised if her peers and teachers knew thie &dobut her status.

Another interesting point to note is that she wlae ashamed to say she lived in
the Hal Far open centre for immigrants and told fnends (except her best friend)
that she lived in Birzebbuga, which is the closdlige to the centre. Apparently she
did this on the suggestion of a teacher at schdol specifically told her to keep this
reality a secret from her peers: “She told me thahey ask you ‘Where do you live?’
she tell me ‘Don't tell them you live in Hal FarelTthem something else like ...”

This incident only served to reinforce the ideattkahool was potentially
stigmatising and Elize was clearly afraid of beiappcted should her friends know the
truth about her.

The current legal status after two rejections waarty another preoccupation for
Elize and her family, posing serious challengesoaghat the future might have in
store for them. Elize did not commit herself ashtaw she envisaged her future,
although she timidly claimed that she liked Makier father said that he appreciated
Malta in terms of education for the children, butvas clear that, despite this, their
sights were set elsewhere. Elize’s mother said Wit the necessary papers she
would go to the UK or France.

The lack of security due to problems of status andvailability of proper
documents are an evident source of great anxidtyet@ntire family as knowledge of
the future remained shrouded in uncertainty.

Major superordinate themes acrossindividual narratives
Table 1 below shows the superordinate themes tleaé whosen on the basis of
relevance to the experiences of the people whacpesated in this study. These

themes are directly related to the main subjectarathat have commonly emerged
from among the narratives that have been recorded.
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Table 1. Superordinate themes acrossthethreeindividual narratives

Subject Matter Superordinate Themes
Experience of displacement, arrival Intense fear of death and trauma
in Malta and initial adaptation Loss and humiliation
School Experience Hard to ‘fit’

Inclusion: self-acceptance vs shame

Cultural and Ethnic ldentity Negotiating a new self-identity

Racial abuse and/or discrimination Reactions to verbal abuse, racist taunts
(real or feared)

Future aspirations Vague prospects characterised by
instability and insecurity

The analysis of their narratives has indicatedralver of issues that are pertinent
to the understanding of the psychological well-genfi immigrant children and their
adaptation to and inclusion in Maltese mainstreehosls.

The children commented about their great fear dutie journey across the sea,
and for many also across the desert, where th&stysavas highly at risk and their
lives severely threatened. After arrival in Maltae traumatic journey is followed up
by other difficult experiences including detentiavhich is a humiliating experience
and exacerbates the sense of loss that runs thtbagHife history — not only of their
land and the culture they left behind but also tadirt freedom and above all their
human dignity. Attending school in Malta, althougérceived as an overall positive
experience, could be very hard to endure initigiyugh possibly more pleasant for
some, adaptation can be a near nightmare for others

The perception of oneself as ‘different’ because @m a klandestin also
emerges as an important consideration. One chiglakée to overcome the shame of
the label of an illegal immigrant and audacioustyhimself among his schoolmates.
Certainly his openness allowed him to enjoy gooetlk of inclusion in school and
also within the local community. The other childrpreferred to keep this reality
hidden. In general it is true to say that possésya result of this, these two children
found it more difficult to settle at school; theese overwhelmed by the experience,
leading to different reactions, including aggressrss, passivity, or withdrawal.

In spite of this, overall, immigrant children arebir parents spoke of satisfactory
levels of inclusion in Maltese society and adaptatio local norms and practices.
However, for the children concerned, this procespiired the negotiation of a new
self-identity and the gradual relinquishing of theihnic roots. These children often
experienced some form of hostility or verbal abdge to the different colour of their
skin or simply because they were deemed ‘different’
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The future of these families was grossly in abegaanid most uncertain.
However their narratives were characterised by\arvwhelming sense of hope for a
better future in spite of the considerable instgb#nd insecurity.

Implications of findings

It is clear that the presence of immigrant childodten creates daunting challenges
for schools (Mupedziswa, 1997; Perkins, 2000). Btlrs can do much to help them
improve their lives (Pryor, 2001), but they areited by inadequate resources and
preparation (Gopaul-McNichol & Thomas-Presswoo®6)9

Our educators first need support in the developroéran inclusive ethos that
leads the community to adopt responsibility foratiey the conditions for enabling
these children to fulfil their entittement for a ajily education (Ogbu, 1986) by
asking why schools are not effective in meetingrtbeds of these students in the first
place (Tomlinson, 1991). In this sense, educatienision makers should see the
school as an ideal “laboratory” where empathy wither cultures can be developed
(Fennes & Hapgood, 1997), a bridge between theowarcultures can be built and
new ways of belonging experimented (Secchiaroli &niini, 2002; Roberts &
Locke, 2001).

In reference to the immigrant situation in the 33ente, Hoot and Taylor (2006)
suggest that schools work closely together to pi@vhe best possible support for
refugee children and their families. It is believbdt with adequate help and support,
children could flourish academically, socially aathotionally, as well as develop
cross-cultural skills and understanding. Given thewly-established set-up of
Colleges in Malta, this model of cooperation amenhgools can be implemented in a
similar fashion in the hope that similar succesefiitcomes can be achieved.

New interventions leading to political, social arducational change can be
enhanced if voice is given to the immigrants thdwese (Pasqualini, 2004), as this
piece of work in fact has attempted to do. Aftestdning to immigrant families’
suggestions, Szente, Hoot and Taylor (2006) praptsat teachers could respond in
three major ways to the unique needs of thesereijchamely, helping children cope
with trauma (see Ajdukovic & Ajdukovic, 1993; Deyki1l999), supporting academic
adjustment and establishing positive parent-teaciationships.

Providing ad hoc individualised support can be Eeia¢ to the child’s learning,
to some extent, as all students in this studyfiedtiOne area where this would be
particularly useful is in the initial phase whehe tthild needs to acquire fluency in a
new language and to adjust to new methods of tegcand learning. However,
educational support needs to be provided also nvitie context of general classroom
teaching.

One way to learn about the experience of immigchiltiren and facilitate their
adjustment is through story-telling. Teachers dsieh to newcomers and help them
tell their stories. The children and adults intewed found that sharing their stories
was enjoyable, cathartic, and affirming. Within #dentext of the present study, this
reality is borne out by Tesfai’'s narrative. Beydhd benefits for the immigrant child,
the personal stories of immigrants and refugeesilameeducational and beneficial for
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other children to hear (Allan & Toffoli, 1989). $ytelling and listening also can be a
school wide project.

This study was a form of pilot study carried out Malta and therefore
opportunities to extend this research are many. iRstance, one can study the
prevalence and impact of the stigma of beinglandestin experienced by Metin and
Elize among immigrant children. Other studies carestigate the factors that enable
immigrants like Tesfai to connect to the Maltesenowinity, and how both stigma
and acculturation are affecting the developmentthedse persons’ identity and
achievement in school and beyond schooling. If ®&&dtsociety is concerned with
building inclusive communities, then these phenamshould be addressed at both
the schools’ and community levels. Another isswd thas highlighted in this study
and needs further investigation was the impact haf traumatic experiences of
immigrant children. Such understanding can be keathe further development of
necessary services in this area (Shaw, 2003). lfzintis study has focused on
adolescents. There is a need to study also therierpe of immigrant children of
primary school age.

Conclusion

In conclusion, this small research study has sefiretlof all to give voice to the
experiences of immigrant children in Malta. Theiegence and their stories present
us with the opportunity to recognize the valueiahlb together despite what might
seem to divide us at face value. They can alsarmafs to strengthen family ties,
overcome tragic losses, and endure hardships éosdke of a better future. They can
join with us to improve schools and communities.

These accounts have also included description®wf $ome Maltese educators
have been successfully supportive with these a@dnldMuch more can be done to
ensure that our schools become increasingly weltgprmommunities for all children
from all subcultures. Some children are resiliedBér{ard, 2004), but teachers can
contribute towards making a tremendous differentethieir lives. However, the
nurturing of inclusive schools and communities aanipe left to mere chance but
welcoming attitudes and structures need to bergotplace so that each immigrant
child is made to feel valued and supported in adld@hat could be initially
overwhelming and hostile. We cannot begin to talknelusive societies without
having inclusive schools: children who learn togetlive together.

In this process, we find our inspiration in listegi to what the children
themselves have to tell us:

...simply listen to the children speaking their owgices about issues and events that
are important to them. There is a great deal ttelned and appropriated from their
narratives. They teach us the value of listeninghitdren on their own terms without
judging them so that their internal voices will bewe louder in our time. (Bearison,
1991, p.26)
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