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Abstract

This study employed narrative methods to explore how two Somali-Canadian women
formed and understood their identities as first-generation university students. In conceptualizing
identity, the study draws on sociological literature that frames identities as a collection of social
roles that are performed. Within this framework, university student is a cultural object related to
specific kinds of capital. The data are presented in narrative form, based in life history and life
story approaches. Within their narratives, participants recounted the ways in which their attempts
at developing a university student identity were complicated by their identities as Black, Muslim,
economically marginalized individuals from refugee backgrounds. The tension at the heart of
each participants’ narrative was not how to perform the university student role, but the cost of
that performance on other parts of their identity. These findings reveal the narrow definition
university student within the Canadian imagination and its consequence for the lives of

marginalized communities.
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Introduction

The inquiry at the heart of this thesis began with a list. As part of a research project on
equity policies in Ontario universities, | examined special funding designated for
underrepresented groups of students. The list in question came from the Access to Opportunities
Strategy launched in 2007 by the Ontario government. As part of the Strategy, the Ontario
government pledged over $100 million of funding for grants, bursaries and programs to improve
the “the post-secondary enrolment, retention and success of Aboriginal students, Francophone
students, first generation students, Crown Wards, and students with disabilities” (CSA, OSTA &
OUAC, 2011, p.23). While I had anticipated most of the groups on this list, | was surprised by
the inclusion of first-generation students. | continued my research and found the list again, this
time identified by the Ontario government as “students in special circumstances” (Ontario, n.d.).
For each of the groups aside from first-generation students, | understood that the special
circumstances in which they found themselves manifested as structural and cultural barriers in
attending, financing, and completing post-secondary education. Beyond the financial barrier, |
wondered what unique experiences first-generation university students had that earn them a place
on this list.

The body of literature on the university experiences first-generation students
overwhelmingly finds that issues of identity, belonging, and “culture shock™ are the main drivers
of dropout and general hardship among this population (Collier & Morgan, 2008; Lehmann,
2007, 2009; Read, Archer, & Leathwood, 2003; Reay, Crozier, & Clayton, 2009; Smyth &
Harrison, 2015; Stuber, 2011). In Lehmann’s (2007) study of dropout among working-class, first-
generation students more than two-thirds of his participants voluntarily left university for non-
academic reasons. His study echoes the findings of a report published by Statistics Canada in
partnership with Human Resources and Skills Development Canada that identified “lack of fit”
(i.e. “didn’t like the program/program not for me”) as the most important reason reported for
prematurely leaving post-secondary education on the Youth in Transition Survey (Lambert,
Zeman, Allen, & Bussiere, 2004). Again, and again, | read that first-generation students struggled
with or left university as a result of a kind of social displacement. Of the most extreme reactions

to the social displacement, Lehmann (2007) found that some working-class, first-generation
1



SOMALI STORIES IN IVORY TOWERS

students dropped out even when they had attained high academic standing in their first year.
While much of the literature groups working-class and first-generation students, both Lehmann
(2009) and Soria (2012) found that students who are the first in their families to attend face an
acute lack of social and cultural capital needed for success in university life even when compared
with other working-class students.

If issues with fit or belonging were such powerful factors in university completion for the
mostly White students found in the Canadian literature that | was reading, | wondered what these
issues would mean to my community. What did these tensions look like for Somali-Canadians,
who are Black, historically Muslim, refugees/immigrants or their children attending institutions
build for a White, settler colonial nation? If class culture alone was such an important factor in
university success, | wanted to understand the experiences of those who live at the intersection of
multiple marginalized identities.

While there is little written about students of Somali descent in Canadian universities,
their experiences in Ontario K-12 schools — and the challenges they face therein — are well
documented (Berns-McGown, 2013; Chang & Spyropoulos, 2014; Daniel & Cukier, 2015;
Farrah, 2011). According to data from the Toronto District School Board (TDSB), students who
identified as Somali were disproportionately: in special education programs; in non-
academic/non-university level courses; achieving below provincial standard on Grade 6 EQAO
assessment; and suspended during their school career (Chang & Spyropoulos, 2014). The 2014
report by the Task Force on the Success of Students of Somali Descent found that 25% of
Somali-speaking students left high school without graduating over the previous five years
compared to 14% of all TDSB students (Chang & Spyropoulos, 2014). In qualitative studies,
Somali students and their families report experiencing streaming away from university-bound
courses, disproportionate disciplinary action, and instances of anti-Black racism in Ontario
schools. In the face of all of this, the TDSB Task Force found that 47% of the Somali-speaking
students in the board confirmed an offer of admission from an Ontario university or college at the
time of their study (Chang & Spyropoulos, 2014). This thesis will narrate the lived experiences of
students like those 47%, who overcame substantial hurdles in their K-12 schooling to attend the
University of Ottawa.

The two young women in this study are first-generation university students but their
experiences are not well captured by the literature on this group in Canada. While the work of

2
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Lehmann (2007, 2009) and others have laid the groundwork for understanding the lives first-
generation students in Canadian universities, this work is done almost exclusively through the
lens of class and does not grapple with questions of ethnic culture, race, or religion. Where
Canadian research exists that accounts for race and ethnicity, the category of “visible minority” is
rarely disaggregated into its component groups (Birani & Lehmann, 2013; Thiessen, 2009).
Building on this literature, my inquiry seeks to understand the ways in which Somali-Canadian
students who are first-generation students develop a student identity and sense of belonging in a

university setting.

Context: Somali and Black in Ontario Schools
Somalis in Ontario
The participants in my research are 1.5 generation Canadian students of Somali origin;

that is to say, they were born outside of Canada but arrived before the age of 6 and were
subsequently raised here (Berns-McGown, 2013). Given the similarities between the two groups,
| have used literature on both 1.5 and 2" generation Somali Canadians (those who were born in
Canada to parents who were born elsewhere) in this work. This decision was also the result of the
lack of scholarly literature on the lives of this generation of Somalis in Canada (Daniel & Cukier,
2015).

In his work Migration and Identity Processes Among Somali Immigrants in Canada, Abdi
Kusow (1998) identifies 3 waves of Somali migration to Canada. Both the first and second wave
of arrivals consisted of relatively well educated and financially established Somalis from various
countries. Kusow (1998) numbers the first wave in the 1970s at “no more than a dozen™ (cited in
Mire, 2017, p.6), and the second wave in the 1980s in the thousands. The third wave of Somalis,
the group to which my participants and their families belong, arrived in Canada after the 1980s as
refugees. In the late 1980s and early 1990s Somalis left their territories as a result of several
factors including escalating sociopolitical instability and widespread drought (Mire, 2017). Prior
to this wave of refugees, official records indicate that there was “effectively no Somali
community in Canada” (Berns-McGown, 2013, p. 6). By 1996, the Somali population in Ontario
grew to between 60,000 and 70,000. Somalis refugees arriving in the early 1990s did not have the
benefit of an existing co-ethnic community to assist them with translation or support them in

navigating social services — of which there were few that were able to meet the group’s particular

3
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needs (Berns-McGown, 2013; Mire, 2017). The majority of Somalis settled in Ontario and,
according to census data, most Somalis in Canada live in Ottawa and Toronto. Recent official
reports on the Somali-Canadian population range in size from approximately 45,000 to 200,000
individuals (Berns-McGown, 2013; Mire, 2017).

The structure of the Somali family was deeply affected by their dislocation from their
traditional territories. Many fathers, who were the heads of households and source of financial
support, died in the civil war or were unable to flee with their families. For those who eventually
made it to Canada, they found their credentials (acquired from institutions inside Somalia or
throughout Europe and Asia) unrecognized in Canada (Berns-McGown, 2013; Daniel & Cukier,
2015). While this is the case for many foreign-trained professionals, Somali men were doubly
impacted by other Canadian immigration policies.

With many families forced to flee following the fall of the Somali government, they were
unable to secure most of their official documents required by Citizenship and Immigration
Canada (CIC). However, it does appear that Somalis were targeted by CIC as they were
one of only two groups to have a five-year waiting period imposed upon them before
becoming eligible to apply for permanent residency (the other group being Afghans).
While waiting for their landed immigrant status to be approved, Somali immigrants have
a number of restrictions imposed upon them. Primary among them is that they are
unauthorized to leave the country with a guarantee of re-entry. Moreover, they are unable
to sponsor family members to come to Canada, and are only eligible for temporary work
permits. They also remain ineligible for employment offered through Human Resources
Development Canada.

(Daniel & Cukier, 2015)

The work available to them left many Somali men underemployed in low paying, entry-
level jobs (Berns-McGown, 2013; Daniel & Cukier, 2015). Some fathers took these positions
while others returned abroad for better earning opportunities, sending money back to their
families in Canada. Mothers headed the new Somali-Canadian households. Somali women,
however, faced hurdles of their own. Along with trauma, language barriers, and a new position as
financial providers, their identity as Africans and Muslims meant they faced the “racist and
Orientalist assumptions” of social service workers, policy makers, and the general public with
whom they interacted every day (Berns-McGown, 2013, p. 6).

Somalis are racialized as Black when they arrive in Canada, an category that was not
meaningful in the social structure from which they came (Ibrahim, 2004; Kusow, 2006; Berns-

McGown, 2013). Traditionally, one was identified by family lineage, clan belonging, or regional

4
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origin (with some movements promoting a national and Pan-African identity at various times).
Parents who understood themselves primarily as Somali — with Muslimness being assumed and
essentially interchangeable with that label — now had to raise Black, Muslim children: racial and
religious minorities (Berns-McGown, 2013; Bigelow, 2007, Daniel & Cukier, 2015).

1.5 and 2" generation Somali-Canadians face the task of navigating their complex
identities and (re)defining their relationships to Somaliness, Blackness, Muslimness and
Canadianness (Berns-McGown, 2013; Daniel & Cukier, 2015). With respect to identity, this
generation of Somalis in Canada identify as Somali, Canadian, Somali-Canadian, Black, Muslim
and every permutation of those terms, and report that how they choose identify themselves is
often context-dependent (Berns-McGown, 2013; Daniel & Cukier, 2015). No matter how they
identify, this generation of Somalis report experiencing anti-Blackness and Islamophobia in their
interactions with both individuals and institutions such as police and schools (Berns-McGown,
2013; Daniel, 2015).

Somali Students and School Belonging
In his study of Somali students in American and Canadian schools, Forman (2001) argues

that belonging is not simply the result of engaging in a benign set of actions that mimic those
around you, but that belonging is deeply tied to the agendas of the state. Belonging is achieved
when individuals and communities observe the processes and legitimating behaviours that the
state has defined for its citizens; in this understanding citizens must “accept the dominant values
and meanings of the nation while proving their worthiness (and personal worth) so that they will,
in turn, be accepted into the nation” (Forman, 2001, p. 47). To this end, Bashir-Ali (2006) states
that within the education system students are expected to “master the social, linguistic, and
cultural codes of the dominant if they [ever] hope to enter into the social fabric” (cited in Daniel
& Cukier, 2015, p. 14). Forman (2001) found that Somali students with the strongest sense of
belonging were those who conformed most closely to the schools’ ideals (the school serving as a
proxy for the state): they were high academic achievers, engaged in academic life and pursuits,
and were present in student leadership. In his analysis he makes an important distinction between
belonging and fitting in. Forman (2001) notes that while Somali students that “belonged”
received greater attention from teachers and administration and were more likely to be selected
out of the student body as role models, many also began to be ostracized or marginalized from

their peers and personally struggled with the pressures of being held up as the “good” Somalis (p.
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48). Put another way, belonging is a function of one’s alignment with the institution’s goals and
agendas, whereas fitting in is a function of peer relationships. This work is primarily concerned
with the phenomenon of belonging but does touch on fitting in, as it emerged as a theme in each
participant’s narrative.

Somali-Canadian students consistently report experiencing race-based discrimination in
school. The most common form of racism described by Somali students is poor assumptions
about academic abilities and doubts about their potential to succeed in university and the
workplace (Berns-McGown, 2013; Daniel & Cukier, 2015; Farah, 2011). Across socioeconomic
status, the participants in Berns-McGown'’s (2013) study identified these experiences as being
more heavily informed by their race than their actual academic ability or family background. Like
other immigrant groups, Somali-Canadian families place a premium on the education of their
children and see it as the primary benefit to leaving their homelands (Berns-McGown, 2013;
Bigelow, 2007; Birani & Lehmann, 2013; Thiessen, 2009); conversely, like other Black Canadian
students, Somali-Canadians are more likely to be streamed away from university-preparatory
courses, held back a grade, and drop out of school (Daniel & Cukier, 2015; Farrah, 2011;
Thiessen, 2009). While Somalis hold their own unique place in the Canadian social imaginary,
their categorization as Black places them within a broader network of meanings, histories,
understandings, and rituals associated with Blackness in Ontario (Ibrahim, 2004; Simpson, 2010).
It is also worth noting that Somalis are currently the largest Black/African diaspora in Canada, so
much of the recent work examining Black Canadian experience will include Somali voices (Mire,

2017). As such, it is critical to understand the history of Black students in this province’s schools.

Black Students in Ontario Schools
While this thesis is concerned with the experience of forming an identity as a university

students, that phenomenon can only be experienced once one has completed their K-12
schooling. Understandings and meanings of university studenthood are formed in these years.
This section will provide context on the reality of Black students in these formative years.

In addition to its stated aim, the 2017 report Towards Race Equity in Education: The
Schooling of Black Students in the Greater Toronto Area (James & Turner, 2017) provides an
overview of the history of Black students in Ontario K-12 schools since the 1980s. “For at least

30 years, the provincial government has been aware of and has tried in various ways to address
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unequal educational outcomes for Black students” (James & Turner, 2017, p. 6). James and
Turner begin by presenting the findings of The Stephen Lewis report (Lewis, 1992), which they
identify as the first government report to name anti-Black racism as a concern in Ontario. The
report was commissioned by Premier Bob Rae after the so-called Yonge Street Riots in 1992,
with the intention of exploring “race relations” in Ontario (James & Turner, 2017).

With respect to K-12 schooling, Lewis (1992) stated that in Ontario “it is Black students
who are being inappropriately streamed in schools, it is Black kids who are disproportionately
dropping-out” (p.2). Like James and Turner in 2017, Lewis in 1992 presents anti-Black racism in
the education system as a widely known issue in the government and amongst educators — in his
report he laments the lack of progress made given that knowledge and identifies the issue as one
beginning the elementary grades (Lewis, 1992). Lewis’ major findings from consultations with
Black students were:

...lack of racial diversity among teachers; Black people and Black history not reflected in
the curriculum; tolerance of racist incidents in schools; harsher discipline of Black
students; streaming of Black students into courses below their ability; and Black students
being discouraged from attending university. (James & Turner, 2017, p. 7-8)

Streaming and being discouraged from attending university are also mentioned in Daniel and
Cukier’s (2015) consultations with Somali students in Toronto.

One participant sharing their own personal experience within the school said that they
saw “guidance counsellors telling Somali kids who were straight-A students that post-
secondary education was too hard and they should look into getting a job in the trades
instead. (p. 17)

Lewis’s findings are consistent themes in many subsequent reports on the schooling experiences
of various Black communities in Ontario (Daniel & Cukier, 2015; Four-Level Government/Black
Canadian Community Working Group, 1992; James, 2012; James & Turner, 2015, 2017;
McMurtry & Curling, 2008). Lewis outlined a series of recommendations including Affirmative
Action policies in hiring teachers, revision of the curriculum to reflect the diversity of Ontario’s
population, and accountability measures tied to school boards’ anti-racism policies.

In that same year, 1992, the Ontario New Democratic Party added several amendments to
the Education Act that would affect the lives of Black and ethnic minority students.

These amendments called for school boards to develop and implement anti racism and
ethnocultural equity policies that would focus promote the identification and elimination

7
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of systemic inequities and barriers to equitable education for students and encourage

equitable education practices for all staff. (James & Turner, 2017, p. 8)

These measures were only in place until the Progressive Conservative Party, led by Mike
Harris, was elected in 1995. The PC government not only removed the NDP amendments, but
also introduced amendments to implement a zero tolerance policy for inappropriate student
behaviour, giving schools more power to suspend and expel students. James and Turner (2017)
say of the policies: “[at] that time, there was also a great deal of research on the negative impact
of zero tolerance policies on Black students in the United States, United Kingdom, and Nova
Scotia” (p. 9). These policies proved to have a similar impact in Ontario schools.

In responding to the concerns of Black and other communities, the Ontario Human Rights
Commission (OHRC) initiated human rights complaints against the Ministry of Education
and the TDSB. The complaints raised concerns about the discriminatory impact of the
Act’s zero tolerance policy on racialized students and students with disabilities. In 2007,
the OHRC and the Ministry of Education finalized a settlement to end the provincial zero
tolerance policy and replace it with a progressive discipline approach to dealing with
inappropriate school behaviours (Ontario Human Rights Commission, n.d.). (p. 8)

James and Turner’s Towards Race Equity in Education: The Schooling of Black Students
in the Greater Toronto Area report was the result of a series of consultations with Black
communities in the Greater Toronto Area in October and November of 2016 and January of
2017, as well as an analysis of student data from the Toronto District School Board (TDSB).

The dataset combines four successive cohorts of students (the cohorts of 2003—-2008,
2004-2009, 2005- 2010, and 2006-2011) and includes data from the students who
completed the 2006 Student Census as Grade 12, 11, 10, and 9 students, respectively.
(James & Turner, 2017, p.26)

The consultations were conducted with students, parents, educators, school administrators, school
board trustees, and community members across the region, with approximately 80% of
participants identifying as Black. As part of the consultations, participants were asked to reflect
on two main questions: “What is happening in the schools that impact Black students that
contribute to their educational outcomes?” and “What is happening in the homes and
communities of Black students that contribute to these outcomes” (p. 4)?

In both the data analysis and the consultation responses, James and Turner found that

Black students were less likely to be enrolled in courses within the university-bound stream than
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their White and other racialized peers. See the figure below for a summary of their findings from
the data.

Figure 5. Program of Study for Black, Other Racialized, and White High School Students,

Toronto District School Board (2006-2011 Cohort).

80% 81%

0% 18%  16%
6 3% 3%
I

Essentials Applied Academic

M Black Students B Other Racialized Students O White Students

Source: York Centre for Education and Community/Toronto District School Board, 2015.

Figure 1. Streaming data (James & Turner, 2017, p.29)

In the consultations, participants consistently presented their experience with streaming as
a result of low expectations held and even explicitly communicated by educators. To this end,
James and Turner quote a participant in from the York region who said: “Racism is a barrier that
blocks the ability of Black students to focus on academics” (p. 47). Participants expressed that
stereotypes about Black students produced a “normalization of poor outcomes” in the TDSB, that
even resulted in “teachers actively discouraging them from working hard” (p. 47).

Similarly to participants in other Ontario-based reports (James, 2008; James & Turner,
2015; McMurtry & Curling, 2008), James and Tuner’s (2017) participants expressed that Black
students came into their schooling with high academic aspirations, excitement to learn and
strongly valuing education, but were “gradually worn down” (p. 50) by the negative experiences
with the school system. As with Lewis’s (1992) findings, James and Turner’s participants stated
that the discrimination they faced began as early as elementary school. Another way that
participants identified their educators’ low expectations was in the lack of assistance or
information provided to Black students about post-secondary options, or assistance in the
application process. They cited a lack of support in understanding the differences between
college and university, between particular post-secondary institutions or the programs that they
offered.

Disproportionate rates and severity of discipline was another theme that emerged from
both the consultations and data set. Within the progressive discipline approach in Ontario

schools, educators and administrators are given discretion to determine what types of measures
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are used in response to student behaviour. Participants noted that Black students were more likely
to be suspended and expelled, as well as being threatened with an arrest or actually having the
police called on them. The TDSB data reflect this reality: from 2006 to 2011, 42% of Black
students had at least 1 suspension compared to 18% and 15% of White and other racialized
students, respectively; from 2011 to 2015, Black students made up 48% of all expulsions while
only making up 12% of the student body (James & Turner, 2017).

Participants posited that cumulative affect of the both the subtle and overt racism
experienced by Black students played a part in their behaviour.

Some students theorized that the perceived negative behaviours exhibited by Black
students, such as talking back to teachers or school administrators when they are being
unfairly treated and speaking out in class so that their existence is acknowledged, are
forms of active resistance to the racism and discrimination they experience in school.
They also noted that these behaviours could be an effort to preserve their self-esteem and
counteract the damage of racism they experience not just in school but in society.

(James & Turner, 2017, p. 56)

One participant expressed concern for the impact of this hostile environment on student
well-being, saying the following:

Over time these negative interactions with teachers cause a great deal of emotional harm.
If teachers aren't openly hostile, students are exposed to constant micro-aggressions. What
impact does this have on the psyche of a young child?

(James & Turner, 2017, p. 55)

Participants in James and Turner’s consultations, as well as other consultations of this
nature (James & Turner, 2015; Lewis 1992; McMurtry & Curling, 2008) highlighted the lack of
Black teachers as a critical issue. With respect to academics, parents found that Black teachers
had a positive affect on Black student achievement as a result of their high expectations for both
academics and behaviour, and their willingness to “go out of their way to support Black students'
successes” (James & Turner, 2017, p. 53). Participants also felt that Black teachers created a safer
and more positive environment within the school for Black students, as well as their work in
counteracting negative stereotypes about Black students’ abilities. James and Turner cite several
studies that echo these findings (see Nicholson-Crotty et al, 2016; Gershenson et al, 2017; Rosen,
2017).
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Between The Stephen Lewis report in 1992 and James and Turner’s Towards Race Equity in
Education: The Schooling of Black Students in the Greater Toronto Area report in 2017, several
reports and studies commissioned to investigate the lived experiences of Black youth have
identified anti-Black racism as a major issue in Ontario schools. This list includes, but is not
limited to: The Roots of Youth Violence report (McMurtry & Curling, 2008); The 360 Project:
Addressing Racism in Toronto (Daniel & Cukier, 2015); and Fighting an Uphill Battle: Report
on the Consultations into the Well-Being of Black Youth in Peel Region (James & Turner, 2015).
These reports present the same list of issues:

e low expectations for Black students’ educational abilities and outcomes;

e stereotyping and negative perceptions of Black students;

e disproportionate use and severity of disciplinary actions;

e lack of Black or racialized teachers;

e streaming away from academic and university level courses; and

e curriculum content and materials that do not reflect the realities of Black or racialized

students.

With respect to recommendations, each of the aforementioned reports present some variation
of the following: hire more Black and racialized teachers; update curriculum and resources to
reflect the diversity of Canada’s population; provide anti-racism education and training for
educators; implement anti-racism policies to promote student wellbeing and safety.

Finally, The 360 Project: Addressing Racism in Toronto (Daniel & Cukier, 2015) was a
project comprised of two parts: (1) Addressing the Discrimination Experienced by Somali
Canadians; and (2) Racialized LGBTQ Homeless Youth in Toronto. I refer to the findings in
Addressing the Discrimination Experienced by Somali Canadians in this work. The findings here
with regards to the schooling experiences on Somali students in Ontario are in line with the
broader Black student population. While Somalis sit at the intersection of several minoritized
groups in Ontario (Muslim, immigrant, refugee) it is critical to understand their experiences in
light of their Black identity, given the long history and well established social position that Black

students occupy in Ontario schools.
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Conceptual Framework

Habitus, Cultural Capital and University Experience

The body of literature exploring students’ experiences of belonging/marginalization in
higher education and their consequences is built on Pierre Bourdieu’s (1986) concepts of habitus
and cultural capital and deals principally with issues of class and class culture (Berger, 2000;
Collier & Morgan, 2008; Lehmann, 2009; Reay et al., 2009; Soria, 2012; Stuber, 2011).
Although my study does not deal solely or primarily with social class, this literature is the
foundation of my conceptual approach to the question of which identities are seen as valid in a
university setting and the experiences of those who are not. Also important to note is that while
their culture and history do not necessarily align with the rest of the group, Somali-Canadians are
socioeconomically positioned as part of the working-class.

Edgerton and Roberts (2014) provide a concise definition of Bourdieu’s habitus as: “the
learned set of preferences or dispositions by which a person orients to the social world. It is a
system of durable, transposable, cognitive ‘schemata or structures of perception, conception and
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action’” (p. 195). They also note that an important feature of habitus is that it “shapes the
parameters of people’s sense of agency and possibility” (Edgerton & Roberts, 2014, p. 195). This
last point about habitus is crucial in my thinking about educational outcomes for marginalized
groups. With respect to its relationship to cultural capital, Edgerton and Roberts (2014) put forth
the idea that habitus be understood as a type of embodied cultural capital. The relationship
between the two is presented as follows: habitus is a “socialized subjectivity” comprised of a set
of dispositions that lead to particular behaviours; these behaviours are performed in order to
receive social benefit for the individual — that is, they confer capital. Habitus is passed down in
the same way as other types of cultural capital, and so one’s habitus is a function of his family
history.

Of all of society’s institutions, the education system is seen by theorists to be the primary
vehicle in the reproduction of the middle-class habitus (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977; Collier &
Morgan, 2008). Dumais (2002) makes the point that schools do not explicitly teach these values
or openly offer students the opportunity to acquire them, but that social reproduction occurs in
the institutional recognition and reward of particular behaviours and ways of being. Thus,
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students who arrive to school with the necessary capital are promoted more quickly and students
who do not are further marginalized (Collier & Morgan, 2008).

For first-generation students from working-class backgrounds, adjusting to campus life is
also a process of immersion into the world and culture of the middle-class. This experience
presents a conflict for working-class students: their success in university is partially reliant upon
the extent to which they are able to adopt the habitus of the middle-class. This adoption may be a
partial one that affords them certain opportunities to navigate in the middle-class world while
maintaining their working-class identity, or a complete adoption that entails abandoning their
previous habitus (Lehmann, 2007, 2009). | would make the case that Black students attending
predominantly White settler institutions are faced with a similar conflict.

To interrogate the specific experiences of students whose habitus differs from that of the
institution — whether that is a result of class, race, or other factors — | adopt two premises put
forth by Bourdieu and Passeron (1977). The first premise is:

[T]he specific productivity of all pedagogic work other than the pedagogic work
accomplished by the family is a function of the distance between the habitus it tends to
inculcate (in this context, scholarly mastery of scholarly language) and the habitus
inculcated by all previous forms of pedagogic work and, ultimately, by the family. (p.
172)

That is to say, the more one’s habitus differs from the culture of the university, the more
difficult it is to benefit from (and ultimately succeed in) the institution. The second premise from
Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) follows in this line of reasoning: by virtue of their distance from
the university habitus, working-class students undergo a more rigorous selection process in which
they must become acculturated to habitus of middle-class while also mastering the necessary
academic knowledge (p. 173). Before they can begin to adopt the legitimate habitus, however,
working-class students must first come to realize the illegitimate nature of their forms of speech,
language use and behavioural norms. Bourdieu and Passeron (1977) describe this reality
succinctly: “In an academic universe in which the ideal is to ‘talk like a book’, the only legitimate
speech is one which presupposes at every point the whole context of legitimate culture and no
other context” (p. 120). Again, questions of race and culture complicate this. As seen in Canada’s
history with Indian Residential Schooling system, legitimacy in this country is deeply tied to

Whiteness and the creation and enforcing of a “legitimate culture” is not a benign act (Stanley,
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2002). Even when Black students “talk like a book™ and adopt the legitimate academic culture,
their very bodies betray their efforts.

Nash (2002a) proposes an alternative approach to the issue of class habitus and school
success by coining the term educated habitus. The educated habitus is not concerned with a set of
class-specific traits or dispositions towards education, but “the desire to be educated and identify
and to be identified as such” (see Edgerton & Roberts, 2014, p. 202).

Nash’s educated habitus is a useful concept when thinking about the participants in my
study, as they may find themselves in a working-class environment as a result of the immigrant
or refugee experience but may come from middle-class backgrounds.

Bourdieu’s cultural capital has also received critique from scholars of educational
inequity, particularly when it is defined as a measure of one’s familiarity with and enjoyment of
the beaux-arts. In response to this, Edgerton and Roberts (2014) summarize the work of several
scholars to produce a definition of cultural capital as “an adaptive set of cognitive skills and
behavioural skills that are associated with academic and occupational success” (p. 197). In the
context of university life, this definition of cultural capital is operationalized as a set of micro-
interactional skills that enables students to act in ways that are expected and rewarded.

Not addressed in these discussions is the issue of race. Here, it is helpful to consider
Ibrahim’s (2004) definition of race as “a symbolic capital” that confers the status of authorized
speaker to some in society and withholds it from others (p. 77). As Canadian universities have
historically served a most White and male student body (with the notable exception of programs
such as nursing and education), White students would be afforded the most symbolic capital and
would have the easiest road to becoming an authorized speaker. Somali-Canadian students who

are categorized as Black would not be afforded such capital in a Canadian university setting.

Community Cultural Wealth Theory
While Bourdieu’s theory of cultural capital provides a clear description of the education

system as a means of reproducing middle-class norms, it does not offer insights into the lives of
people within the system. As my research is concerned with the agency and interior lives of
individuals within the education system, particularly those whom Bourdieu’s theory would frame
in a deficit understanding, I rely on Tara J Yosso’s (2005) concept of cultural wealth (or

community cultural wealth) as a lens through which to view the participants’ narratives. Yosso’s
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(2005) cultural wealth uses a critical race theory approach to challenge the traditional
interpretation of cultural capital. She explains the need for this challenge as follows:

... while Bourdieu’s work sought to provide a structural critique of social and cultural
reproduction, his theory of cultural capital has been used to assert that some communities
are culturally wealthy while others are culturally poor. This interpretation of Bourdieu
exposes White, middle class culture as the standard, and therefore all other forms and
expressions of ‘culture’ are judged in comparison to this ‘norm.” (Yosso, 2005, p. 76)

Yosso (2005) takes an asset-based approach to investigating the lives of students from
marginalised communities. Cultural wealth is a concept that asks what kinds of knowledge, skills,
abilities, and contacts students bring with them to school as opposed to looking for the ways in
which they can be deemed unfit or ill-prepared. Yosso (2005) does not give credence to the idea
that marginalised communities produce children who are ill-prepared for school but identifies the
problem to be that the skills and resources that these students possess are not recognised by the
institution. While Bourdieu sets up a way to understand school as an institution, Yosso (2005)
provides a path toward understanding the agency of the most marginalised individuals within the
system. She presents 6 forms of capital that come together to make community cultural wealth:
(1) aspirational capital, (2) linguistic capital, (3) familial capital, (4) social capital, (5)
navigational capital, (6) resistant capital. My inquiry employed the following definitions of these
types of capital:

1. ““Aspirational capital refers to the ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the future, even in
the face of real and perceived barriers” Y0sso, 2005, p.77). Yosso’s work and the work that
she analysed reliably found that in Chicano/a communities with some of the lowest
educational and economic attainment, parents still maintained and passed on high aspirations
for their children’s educational attainment.

2. Linguistic capital refers to the skills that Students of Colour gain from communicating in
multiple languages and/or communication styles. Along with the documented benefits of
bilingualism for children, Yosso also proposes that linguistic capital is built by exposure to
different modes of communication like traditional storytelling practices passed down by
elders. Experiences translating between languages, styles and modes also teach children a
range of intellectual and social skills. For example, Yosso cites Marjorie Faulstich Orellana

(2003) in saying that translating teaches bilingual youth “vocabulary, audience awareness,
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cross-cultural awareness, “real-world” literacy skills, math skills, metalinguistic awareness,
teaching and tutoring skills, civic and familial responsibility, [and] social maturity” (see
Yosso, 2005, p. 79).

3. “Familial capital refers to those cultural knowledges nurtured among familia (kin) that carry
a sense of community history, memory and cultural intuition” (see Y0sso, 2005, p. 79).
Yosso and the communities that she worked with hold a broad definition of kinship that
encompasses extended family such as aunts and uncles, grandparents, cousins, and even
close friends. This definition of family is also seen in Somali and Somali-Canadian
communities. Familial capital is a rich concept that challenges the Eurocentric model of
“family” while also grappling with the racial, class, and heterosexual assumptions the term
traditionally holds. With respect to my work, I hold the following understanding of familial
capital:

From these kinship ties, we learn the importance of maintaining a healthy connection to
our community and its resources. Our kin also model lessons of caring, coping and
providing (educacion), which inform our emotional, moral, educational and occupational
consciousness (Reese, 1992; Auerbach, 2001, 2004; Elenes et al., 2001; Lopez, 2003).
(Yosso, 2005, p. 79).

4. Social capital within the Critical Race Theory framework that Yosso uses is similar to the
definition given by Bourdieu but with the added dimension of “lifting as we climb” (p. 80).
Social capital refers to the social connections one has and the access or resources those
connections afford. Within marginalized communities, Yosso presents historical examples of
how individuals and groups have gained knowledge of mainstream institutions or power
structures and brought that information back to their networks. As well as instrumental
support in navigating institutions, these kinds of social contacts provide emotional support.

5. “Navigational capital refers to skills of maneuvering through social institutions” (Yosso,
2005, p. 80). As a concept, navigational capital takes for granted the fact that institutions
such as schools, hospitals, and the judicial system include an inherent level of inequity, as
they were designed with a limited definition of human and citizen (male, White, Christian,
heterosexual, etc.). As such, Yosso’s navigation capital is concerned mainly with strategies
that help one maneuver through institutions for which they are not the intended participant.
With respect to education, Yosso highlights the development of academic invulnerability, or
the “ability to ‘sustain high levels of achievement, despite the presence of stressful events
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and conditions that place them at risk of doing poorly at school and, ultimately, dropping out
of school’ (Alva, 1991, p. 19; see also Allen & Sol6rzano, 2000; Sol6rzano et al., 2000;
Auerbach, 2001).” (Yosso, 2005, p. 80)

6. “Resistant capital refers to those knowledges and skills fostered through oppositional
behavior that challenges inequality” (Yosso, 2005, p. 80). Resistant capital also manifests as
a commitment to maintaining cultural knowledge and ways of being. This form of capital is
rooted in a history of resistance to subordination and often taught explicitly to children of
colour by their parents; Yosso cites examples of Mexican and African American mothers
consciously raising daughters as resistors to various power structures. Within the realm of
education, Yosso draws from the work of Solorzano and Delgado Bernal: “Daniel Solérzano
and Dolores Delgado Bernal (2001) reveal that resistance may include different forms of
oppositional behavior, such as self-defeating or conformist strategies that feed back into the
system of subordination” (Yosso, 2005, p. 81). This insight was especially helpful for me in
understanding the decisions of Bilane and Amina as they came up against challenges in their

school careers.

With respect to her use of the term “wealth,” Yosso (2005) draws from the work of Oliver
and Shapiro (1995) who, in their study of financial inequality, distinguish between income — a
type of capital — and wealth, which is “the total extent of an individual's accumulated assets and
resources” (Yosso, 2005, p. 77). Community cultural wealth is then “an array of knowledge,
skills, abilities and contacts possessed and utilized by Communities of Color to survive and resist
macro and micro-forms of oppression” (Yosso, 2005, p. 77). I share Yosso’s conviction that the
problem of inequality within systems is not a result of something lacking within the most
marginalized individuals, but a result of the system’s inability or refusal to see the assets of those
communities. | also share the conviction that there are particular assets that are developed with a
life at the margins of power. Her cultural wealth theory is the primary means by which |

analyzed my participant’s actions and decisions.
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Theorizing Identity: Role-as-Resource Framework
Connecting the concepts of race, class and culture discussed thus far is the question of

identity. While identity has been widely theorized across disciplines and fields of study, | adopt
role-as-resource theory as the framework for my inquiry. Role-as-resource theory is an extension
of identity theory, which also utilizes Burke’s (1991) concept of role identity and Bourdieu’s
(1986) concept of capital. Identity theory proposes that social roles (e.g. student, doctor, parent,
wife) serve as the medium through which identity is understood by the individual and
communicated to the world. Role-as-resource theory adds that social roles are “cultural objects”
containing specific kinds of capital that are created within social structures and, when enacted,
reproduce and maintain those structures (Collier, 2000; Collier & Morgan, 2008).

As each individual simultaneously occupies multiple social roles, no one role captures a
person’s full identity but each one is incorporated into a larger identity that encompasses them
all. As individuals enter new social situations or institutions they are expected to perform a
corresponding role — for example, in a university setting one may take on the role of student,
professor, administrator, etc. (Collier, 2000). Upon identifying their role, a person must then
develop “a concept of self in terms of that role” (Collier, 2000, p. 285); this is what Burke (1991)
calls a role identity.

Individuals engage in various processes in the development of a role identity. Two
processes that are particularly relevant to my inquiry are reflexivity and self-verification,
described by Burke (1991). Once their desired role has been identified and understood
individuals engage in the process of reflexivity: comparing how closely their self-definition
matches the “identity standard”. Next, they seek self-validation, which occurs when others in the
group recognize their role identity (Collier & Morgan, 2008). Burke (1991) presents these two
processes in a “discrepancy-reducing feedback loop”: through reflexivity, the individual
identifies the ways in which they deviate from the identity standard and then works to remedy
those deviations by performing “role-associated behaviours” (Collier, 2000, pg. 286), the purpose
of which is to signal their role to others and solidify the role identity. The loop continues if and
until one’s reflexivity turns up no more discrepancies.

Although not addressed in this literature, the self-validation process raises critical
questions about the nature of peer relationships and the reasons why one may or not be
recognized by the group. As Black, Muslim students from low income communities in White,
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secular, middle-class institution the participants in my study may not be recognized by their peers
as legitimate university students for reasons that are unrelated to their understanding of the
student role. Here, Forman’s (2001) distinction between belonging and was helpful to guiding my
thinking. As stated previously, belonging is a function of one’s alignment with the institution’s
goals and agendas, whereas fitting in is a function of peer relationships. It is possible, then, for
my participants to experience belonging in the university while not fitting in with their peers. |
understand the phenomenon of belonging within an institution as a feeling of legitimacy within
oneself, which may or may not be reflected back by one’s peers. Lack of belonging or
displacement, then, would be experienced as an internal sense of illegitimacy within the
institution. Both fitting in and belonging emerged as themes in the participants’ narratives and are

discussed in the later sections of this work.

Adopting the University Student Role
The role considered in my research is that of university student! (Collier, 2000; Collier &

Morgan, 2008). In each of the aforementioned frameworks students who arrive with a deeper
knowledge of the university student role are bound to be more successful within the institution
(Collier & Morgan, 2008). While individuals with prior knowledge may have a head start, they
must still undergo the process of role identity development. Adding detail to Burke’s (1991)
processes of reflexivity and self-validation, Collier (2000) outlines three stages in the
development and acquisition of the student role iden