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Abstract: The historical trend of migration processes in Chile faces a challenge given the 

incremental growth of immigration during recent years. This study focuses on the relationship 

between family and school, distinguishing within it the particular relationship between 

immigrant families and school agents. The qualitative approach applied here enabled a 

focus on the effect of the cultural diversity that immigration produces, including the 

configuration of conflicts between immigrant families and the school institution. The main 

issues discussed in this article concern the approach and the nature of interaction between 

schools and immigrant families. This approach is articulated with the observed emergence 

of symbolic violence. The characterization of the conflict of expectations among immigrant 

families and schools is also described, suggesting the need to rethink the practices 

associated with an inclusive education that allows the integration of immigrant families. 
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1. Introduction 

This study focuses on the relationship between family and school, distinguishing within it the 

particular relationship between immigrant families and school agents in Chile. Immigration has 

become a public problem in Chile, and a relevant issue in Latin America. According to the World 

OPEN ACCESS



Soc. Sci. 2015, 4 1244 

 

 

Bank [1] there are more than 215 million international migrants1 worldwide. The 2011 study “Migration 

and Remittances” from the World Bank shows figures that help understand the context of international 

migration. The information presented by this study shows that more than 215 million people (3.0% of 

the world population) live outside their countries of origin, a figure that has increased from the 191 

million people in 2005 [2], but has decreased since 2011. 

The main destinations of migration flows are the developed countries. The World Bank notes that 

the first migration destination is the United States (US) [1]. Nevertheless, between 2005 and 2010, 

there has been a surge in flows of immigrants into the United Kingdom (UK), mainly from Eastern 

Europe, as well as from Latin America and North Africa [1]. 

Latin American and Caribbean migrants represent an important percentage of the international 

migratory movement. The Comisión Económica para América Latina y el Caribe (CEPAL) estimated 

that there are about 28 million Latin Americans and Caribbeans living outside their home countries [3]. 

The volume of migration among developing countries has increased over the last decade and is 

relatively higher than the Latin migration to high-income countries belonging to the Organization for 

Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD). During the last decades Chile has increased 

heavily the numbers of immigrants arriving at our land. 

During recent years, social diversity and cultural heterogeneity in Chile have increased [4]. Among 

the several phenomena that have strongly influenced the growing differentiation of the population, 

immigration has become key. The cultural diversity that accompanies immigration renders, in turn, the 

delivery of social services difficult. 

The education system is a realm where several social agents interact, and it is organized mainly  

as a result of rules agreed on and regulated by the state. Within this social field different participants’ 

expectations and dispositions meet, including those of students, families, school administrators, and 

teachers [5]. While there may be a high degree of functional harmony, this may also induce conflict. 

Each agent perceives, thinks, and acts differently, provoking disagreement and conflict. The various 

dispositions among these agents do not necessarily support each other, nor are they necessarily in 

agreement with the rules of the education system. This produces incompatibilities, discrimination, and 

violence in several directions, and this is what this article makes visible. 

On top of these aforementioned challenges, immigrant families endure many difficulties affecting 

social integration, which may obstruct the learning process of their children [6]. The problems faced by 

families are diverse and with distinct complexities; these are associated with dispositions influenced by the 

size of a series of capitals—cultural, social, economic—giving support to the meaning of their practices. 

On the other hand, the homogenous character of frameworks and demands of Chilean policy results 

in a lack of ability to fully and properly deal with the existing cultural diversity in educational 

institutions with high degrees of immigrant populations [7]. This obstructs the learning processes and 

affects the way students—and families—from external cultures integrate in the educational system. 

Even though advances in coverage and quality of education are credited to the Chilean educational 

system, several challenges persist; one of these is associated with the recognition of social diversity in 

                                                 
1  According to the International Office of Migration (2011), some of the reasons for international migration are the 

following: the political transition in North Africa and the Middle East in 2011, increased natural disasters and displaced 

people, increased armed conflict, and economic crises in developing countries. 
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the educational processes and strategies. Thus, there are some deficiencies associated with the appreciation 

of alternative points of view of both indigenous people as well as immigrants who have become part of 

the national population. 

In Chile, the immigrant population continues to increase steadily [4,8,9], and schools and 

immigration-related institutions cannot merely neglect a new multicultural reality in the classroom. 

Hence, students from different corners of Latin America, along with their families, get incorporated as 

new actors in this social field. 

In 2010, the Departamento de Extranjería y Migración (Department of Foreigners and Migration) [9] 

calculated proximally the presence of 352,000 foreign people in Chile. This figure corresponded to about 

2% of the total population. This presented an important increase with respect to the census of 2002 [10]. 

In addition, 73% of the foreign residents in Chile corresponded to people from South America [9]. It 

showed an important contrast compared with the profile of immigration between the 19th and the first 

half of the 20th centuries, consisting mainly of people coming from Europe [4,10,11]. 

The new profile of immigrants has acquired more visibility, giving a new meaning to the migration 

process [4,12]. There is currently a cultural dichotomy about appreciation/rejection. On the one hand, 

European immigration is considered positive for national development [4,12]. On the other hand, the 

arrival of Latin American immigrants is seen as harmful because they are stigmatized as delinquent, 

poor, and inferior to non-immigrants [4]. This situation has contributed to the perception that the 

current migratory movement is a social problem [13]. 

There are different causes for immigration from South America depending on the countries of origin. 

The immigrants from Argentina tend to arrive for familial reasons, while the people from Peru, Ecuador, 

and Bolivia seek employment [9,10]. In this last group, there is a predominance of females seeking work 

in domestic services. The latter has been labeled as “the feminization of migration”2 [4,10,11,14]. 

According to Tijoux [15], one of the most important effects of this phenomenon is the increase of 

familial reunifications. This brings new difficulties to family life, since these newly arrived children 

lack the support of their extended families. Not unusually, these children are left alone, are taken care of 

by the neighbors, or stay simply locked inside. These situations influence the child’s socialization [15]. 

Additionally, the cost of life in Chile and the difficulties in finding formal employment imply the 

danger of labor exploitation, of living in poor accommodation, and of experiencing discrimination. 

This context facilitates physical and psychological abuses of immigrant children, which negatively 

affects their emotional stability [16]. 

The international migratory movement has forced the reformulation program in various public 

services in recipient countries, as in the case of education in Chile. 

Concerning education, Chile signed the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural 

Rights. It recognizes the right of education for every child, whether Chilean or foreign [15]. Regardless 

of whether immigrant children have Chilean documentation or not, admission to the education system 

must be granted for all children. 

According to OECD data, inclusion of immigrant students in Chile accounts for the 1% of total 

enrollment, similar to the rate of countries like Brazil, Colombia, Peru, Turkey, Hungary, and Thailand [8]. 

Various studies [7,8] indicate that the presence of immigrant students in the Chilean education  

                                                 
2  According to Martinez (2003) one of the effect of the femenization of migration is family reunification, among others. 
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system is mainly influenced by the socio-economic and employment situation from both families and 

countries of origin3. 

While the distribution of students (first and second generation) from foreign origin is given 

throughout the country, it concentrates in the regions of Tarapaca, Antofagasta, and mainly in the 

metropolitan area, which has more than 60% of the immigrant population. Within this region, 

establishments with a high percentage of immigrant students are mostly in the areas of Santiago, 

Independencia, Estacion Central, and Recoleta. 

Data on cultural heterogeneity of the Chilean education system indicate that 4711 of 12,063 (39%) 

registered establishments in 2011 had immigrant students, while over 6000 establishments did not 

register any. The numbers indicate that, on average, there are about seven immigrant students per 

establishment. In schools with enrollment of foreign students the dispersion varies between 2% and 

100%4; in other words, there are institutions with very low immigrant populations and others where all 

students are children of immigrants [8]. 

The growing presence of foreign students in the Chilean education system has led the state to take 

action to promote the integration of immigrant students in schools through various initiatives. One of 

them is the “right to education for children and young migrants” program, which focuses on the 

student and downplays the importance of the relationship between schools and families in the 

educational development of students. 

Therefore, immigration and school play a relevant role favoring integration and inclusion. In this 

article, the family-school conflict is analyzed in the context of a high foreign population within Chile’s 

education system5. The study illustrates the described conflict by presenting three issues of particular 

importance. First, the aspects obstructing the interaction between families and schools are described. 

Second, differences in expectations constituting the basis of the conflict are considered. Finally, the 

establishment of the symbolic violence operating in this relationship is exposed. 

Chile has not developed studies on the family-school relationship in the context of the migrant 

population. In this scenario, this study has a double significance. On one hand, it provides theoretical 

information about how the links between families and schools are presented in contexts of high 

migration, adding cultural diversity, something that has not been done so far in national studies. On the 

other hand, findings contribute to the development of cultural integration initiatives in education, by 

questioning the dynamic between actors and guiding the proposal designs to improve intercultural 

understanding in the relationship. 

                                                 
3  This article considers immigrants and children of immigrants born in Chile as a unit of analysis. 
4  The data does not reveal if students are immigrants of first or second generation. In Chile there are only three schools 

with 100% foreign registration. 
5  Chile’s school system is complex and diverse in terms of its administration. It is characterized by a decentralized 

organization, meaning that its management is performed by municipal institutions, private individuals, and foundations 

(privates backed with state subsidies), who take the duty of providing education and keeping schools working. In this 

context, Chile’s educational system has three types of schools: public (state-owned), fully private, and subsidized 

private schools. Along with this, the Ley Orgánica Constitucional de Educación (1990) guarantees the right of the 

education centers to elaborate on and apply their own teaching programs in an autonomous and non-centralized way. 

This legal entity ensures everyone the right to education from infant schools on, and establishes teaching liberty as the 

guiding principle of politics and educational organization in the country. 
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2. Methodological Aspects 

2.1. Aims 

The general aim of this article is to analyze, from a Bourdieuninan perspective, the conflict between 

family and school in a context of a high immigrant population. The characterization of the conflict, 

regarding different expectations in families and in schools, is performed using the theoretical 

perspective of Pierre Bourdieu [17] in order to qualitatively analyze the results of an empirical study in 

two schools in Santiago de Chile serving a relevant population of international immigrants. 

Specific aims are: 

(1) To characterize the main difficulties immigrant families faced during their process of integration 

into the socio-educative realm; 

(2) To define the facets of the conflict between family and school; 

(3) To explore the presence of symbolic violence in this relationship. 

2.2. Study Design and Sampling 

This is a qualitative study that explores the relationship between families and elementary schools in 

high-immigration areas in Santiago de Chile. This is exploratory research due to the lack of previous 

research in this area. 

The selection of schools has non-random criteria, associated with the high number of immigrants 

present in each school. It stands out that, at a national level, there are two schools with the largest 

number of foreign students. 

One of the schools, known in the study as RA, has received immigrant students since 2000 and has 

been considered a pioneer countrywide in teaching foreign students. Currently, this school implements 

its own educational project. The other school, known as ULA, has received foreign students for the last 

five years, and is still developing its educational project. 

A convenience sampling was used6, hence the selected schools—serving both international migrants 

and Chilean students—are not representative of the Chilean school system as a whole. In summary, 

this non-random exploratory study does not guarantee the representativeness of the sample and, therefore, 

the results cannot be generalized. Nevertheless, the schools being studied receive the largest immigrant 

populations; therefore important practice developments can be highlighted from these two key institutions. 

Inside of these schools the key informants for the study were chosen according to their degree of 

representativeness among the various actors involved in the educational community. In this way, this 

study incorporates the views of professional school workers such as teachers, social workers, 

psychologists, and school managers, who had worked in the school for at least one year. On the other 

hand, different kinds of families whose children attended the schools were also represented in this 

study. The sample includes immigrant parents (mainly from Peru, Ecuador, Colombia, Haiti) as well as 

Chilean parents because both are in the educational community and have their own views regarding the 

other families and the relationship with the school. The sample also included groups of parents with 

                                                 
6  This type of sampling selects research units that meet the requirements of the population under study, but nevertheless, 

they are not selected randomly. It is preferably used in exploratory studies. The pilot tests also often use this type of sampling. 
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different levels of participation in the school (for example, some visited the activities organized by the 

institutions regularly and others only seldom), and the families, therein, were selected by recommendation 

from the school personnel, keeping in mind the above criterion of diversity. As a prerequisite, the 

children of these families must have attended the respective school for at least six months. 

2.3. Data Collection 

The data collection took place between March 2012 and July 2013 and included 38 interviews. 

These interviews were performed inside the schools, as a face-to-face conversation between the researcher 

and the parent. The average time of such a conversation was 50 minutes. There were two sets of 

questions: one for the parents, concerning their view of the school, their relationship with it and with 

other families—including nationals and immigrant families—and their family life, and another for the 

school team, regarding their role in the school and their relationship with families and immigrant 

families. In each instance, anonymity and confidentiality were ensured and informed consent was 

obtained. Interviews were transcribed verbatim. Fieldwork was finalized when the information obtained 

reached “saturation” along the triangulation by itinerancy of data [18]. 

Alongside the fieldwork, a literature review of academic research was undertaken, principally regarding 

Bourdieu’s work [5,17,19–22], as well as research about immigration in Chile and education [4,6–10,15]. 

2.4. Analysis and General Discussion about Pierre Bourdieu 

In this article, a thematic analysis approach based on Bourdieu’s perspective is adopted, and with 

this, the preliminary categories are developed (see the end of this section). This method identifies 

themes or patterns within the data [23]. All the information was codified according to the preliminary 

categories identified from the literature, with new categories subsequently developed from the data. 

Pierre Bourdieu’s theoretical perspective examines social order, and postulates that in order to do 

so, it is necessary to reject, as a sole possibility, both the structuralist point of view, according to which 

structures reproduce with the forced participation of agents under coercion, and the interactionist or 

ethno-methodological perspective, according to which the social world is a product of the actions of 

creation that, moment after moment, the actors perform [19]. For the author the answer lies in the 

articulation of both theoretical perspectives. 

The social world implies a dual existence. It finds itself imbedded in an internal dynamism, which 

simultaneously includes objective structures—objects, institutions, etc.—as well as subjective structures 

associated with the agents’ dispositions. Every society rests over the relationship of two dynamic 

principles: one is the objective structures, referring to the distribution of capitals—cultural, economic, 

social, symbolic, etc.—as well as the mechanisms guaranteeing its reproduction; and the other is in the 

subjective representations of the agents. The relationship between these two principles tends to 

organize the social forms and the reproduction strategies that accompany them (see Table 1).
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Table 1. Definitions and expressions of capital according to Bourdieu. 

Type of Capital Definition 

Economic 
Control over economic resources. This type of capital can be converted into money, 

and is an essential source of political power and hegemony [21]. 

Social 
Typically, intangible resources based on the membership to a group, relationships, 

influence, and collaboration networks [21]. 

Cultural (institutionalized) 

The categories of knowledge, education, skills, and advantages that a person has and 

that give him/her a higher status within society. In principle, parents provide their 

children a certain cultural capital, transmitting them attitudes and knowledge 

necessary to develop in the current educational system [21]. 

Symbolic 

Consists in a series of intangible properties inherent to the subject, which may 

uniquely exist as long as they are recognized by the rest. It can only be attained after 

acquiring the other capitals [21]. 

From such principles Bourdieu [21] defines society as a social space structured by the relationship 

between objective structures (capitals) and subjective (habitus) ones at the agents’ disposal (among 

them the family). This structuralization transfers to different fields which compose the social world. 

Each field is relatively autonomous in its functioning; hence, each of them fixes their own rules to 

protect themselves from the heteronomic influences of the other ones [22,24]. From this point of view, 

there are different social fields coexisting in the social space whose limits are given according to their 

effectiveness to influence and implement rules that regulate the social relations of the agents. 

Bourdieu [21] remarks that a “social field” is a space of action where agents interact and conflictive 

social relationships are established as a product of the differences between the dispositions of each of 

them. Social practices are based on regularities associated with a socially structured environment producing 

habitus [21]. Thus, habitus constitutes itself into the main generating principle of the social practices. 

For Bourdieu, habitus7 is the set of generative schemes from which the agents perceive the world 

and act in it. These schemes are socially structured, meaning that they have been conformed to throughout 

the history of each agent and suppose the internalization of the social structure, the concrete field of 

the social relationships in which the social agent has conformed to as such. However, at the same time, 

they are structuring; they are the structures from which thoughts, perceptions, and agents’ actions  

are produced [25]. 

The constitutive dispositions of the habitus—inculcated in a lasting way by the objective conditions 

and by a pedagogical action that tends to adjust to those conditions—are prone to engender expectations 

and practices objectively compatible with such conditions and are adapted ex ante to their objective 

requirements; put differently, by being a product of certain types of objective regularities, these 

general and transferable dispositions therefore tend to engender all “reasonable” practices which are 

possible within these limits, and only in their setting. 

                                                 
7  The habitus is a system of different types of dispositions which enjoys a certain volume of expanded or diminished 

dispositions and a trajectory of acquisitions in time, making the agents have the capacity to generate practices and 

representations in the fields since these dispositions are engendered in their experience. Thus, the practices are 

meaningful and they are reasonable [19]. 
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The theoretical core of Bourdieu’s perspective maintains that social relationships are the result of 

the internalization of a set of cultural practices and social appreciations which are perceived as “normal” 

by the agents that experience them and which condition their social practices [19]. Related to this, 

Karen O’Reilly [26] approaches the migration phenomenon from the theoretic perspective of Bourdieu, 

specifically emphasizing how the habitus explains the internalized schemes of the social agents, since 

these vary with the migratory practice. There are also other perspectives interested in the migration 

phenomenon from Bourdieu’s perspective that emphasize the notion of habitus as well8. This means 

that despite the differences in power, wealth, and a series of other resources and capitals, the ascribed 

and the incorporated habitus9 in the agents signals the trajectory and at the same time structures their 

axiological dispositions. In other words, the resources and activities of human capital (education), 

social capital (information, contacts, influences, networks), and cultural capital (values and behavior 

styles), among others, at the disposal of people and homes, allow them to improve or maintain their 

social insertion and/or reduce or reproduce their social vulnerability. 

This shows that beyond the economic differences, in society, there are other distinctions separating 

the agents depending on the social environment and differentiation factors that are internalized and 

reproduced by the agents in various fields. Everyone adopts habits, behavioral ways, and attitudes of 

their original social environment, inheriting differentiated know-how and tastes whose profitability 

achieves to be differentially efficient in time within the social space. This means that every interaction 

has a cultural reference point and refers basically to a “way of life” shared by the people of the same 

original culture in given historical and societal contexts. 

According to this view, it is assumed that social differences are not exclusively related to economic 

capital, since the latter is not the only one structuring social divisions, as classical Marxism would have 

it. There are other forms of capital—cultural, social, symbolic, political, bodily [19]—incorporated in the 

discussion around social distinction, which are structuring factors of the distinction. Along this line, 

the structuration of strata and social classes is nothing more than the product of the degree of existence 

of the different types of capital. This is to say that the ranking between the more and less privileged is 

a function of the distribution of the several capitals and their use in different fields of the social space; 

the differentiated position of the agents and social groups in the structured social space depends on the 

volume and capital structure. 

Among the mentioned types of capital, [19] Bourdieu gives more importance to cultural capital 

because of its influence and profitability. The author remarks that this capital is acquired by multiple 

socialization instances, the more permanent and outstanding ones among them being family, education, 

and pedagogical work in the school. In turn, the author notices that pedagogical work in schools will 

                                                 
8  For example, Pintor [27] develops a reasoning based on transnational habitus, pointing out how the effects of migration 

transform the lifestyles of the migrating subjects, their society of origin, and their host society, since migrants may live 

simultaneously in both of them. 
9  The habitus is understood as a set of rules incorporated with personality, guiding choice, lifestyles, abilities, etc., which 

in the end generates social distinctions. The individuals resulting from the socialization process learn to behave, relate, 

and think in a specific way, and therefore, individuals get used to living under a certain expectation horizon, which is 

always conditioned by the horizon formed by the possibilities of action, which is composed by the degree of the 

different capitals possessed by the agents. It is through their habitus that the agents incorporate into their lives the usual 

practices that become normal and transform them into dispositions of their practices. 
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have a differential productivity in the learners according to their social class of origin, depending on 

the material conditions of their existence. Hence, whenever there is a noticeable cultural distance 

between the habitus at the beginning of the student (natural) and the pedagogic contents to be taught, 

under the goal of efficiency, the pedagogical relationship must be arbitrarily imposed to vanquish the 

resistance exercised by the natural habitus, such as of the pupils of foreign roots. 

The importance of the capitals—inherited or acquired—in praxis lies in that the agents and the 

social groups pursue strategies10 according to the volume and capital structure they possess, which is 

dependent on the position they occupy in the social space and the capacity to operate in diverse fields 

of action. Such strategies are oriented toward transforming or preserving the distribution structure of 

the capitals in society and in the different fields comprising it. The strategies, therefore, have the 

intention to improve or maintain social position and the situation of the agents within a particular field 

or within a total social space. In the end, strategies generate a sort of adaptation to social situations, 

and consequently have a producing and reproducing result. 

In the development of the concept of cultural capital11, Bourdieu enables the introduction of the 

cultural variable in the context of educational research. In this regard, it has been empirically shown 

that schools play an increasingly important role in the transmission of the advantage through generations. 

In this line, Lareau [28] notes that different social classes defer in how parents see the happiness and 

success of their children. According to Lareau [28], middle-class parents actively promote the talents, 

opinions, and skills of children, which can be called “concerted cultivation”. Some of the practices 

associated with this strategy are: enrolling children in organized activities, reasoning with children 

(answer questions with questions), and closely monitoring the experiences of children in institutions 

such as schools. Through this pattern of concerted cultivation, middle-class children gain an emerging 

sense of entitlement. 

Additionally, Bourdieu’s sociology [19] of education stands from the theory of symbolic violence 

and the general theory of social reproduction. For Bourdieu, every teaching, in school or at home, 

relies on authority and, hence, refers to relations of power. Here is where the concept of “symbolic 

violence” appears, which is seen as an imposition of systems of symbols and meanings over groups or 

classes, impositions that are regarded as legitimate within a functioning structure. 

Keeping in mind that every culture has its own arbitrariness, coming from the socialization process, 

the educational system has its own cultural arbitrariness, which is that of the dominating classes. For 

this reason, the pedagogical action also reproduces the relationships of power by reproducing culture. 

In particular, Bourdieu [21] considered that disposition toward culture, the institutionalized cultural 

capital, was rather a result of family education and the recognition of the importance given to 

education and inheritance. On the other hand, for Bourdieu, those who possess the political and 

                                                 
10  Bourdieu remarks that in practice, strategies are varied, interdependent, and appear intertwined. Nevertheless, it is 

possible to classify and categorize them analytically. The author mentions the existence of strategies of type: biological 

investment, economic investment, couple-related, and symbolic investment, among others. These types of strategies, 

beyond supposing a rational and strategic behavior of the agents and social groups, express the habitus and the volume 

of capital present in them. 
11  A dominant interpretation of cultural capital has teamed up with two key premises. First, the cultural capital with ease 

denotes knowledge or aesthetic culture, known as “cultured”. Second, the cultural capital is analytical and causally 

distinct from other important forms of knowledge or competence (called “technical skills”, “human capital”, etc.). 
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economic capital dominate over those who possess the cultural capital, which is the principal means of 

cultural reproduction. Symbolic systems are doubly determined by the pressures derived by the 

intellectual field on one side and the class field on the other, whose interests are expressed in the form 

and content of the symbolic power [22,23]. 

From this theoretical perspective, the present article deconstructs the relationships between families, 

immigrants, and the school, exploring key points concerning the conflicts between these social agents. 

Put otherwise, this proposal allows us to objectivize the social relationships in the educational field in 

that it renders visible subjective-objective aspects and ways of thought and action of both families and 

the school. The following section describes the process of data analysis based on the collected 

empirical data and the described theoretical framework. 

The analysis is structured as follows: in Section 3, we discuss the difficulties of the migrant families 

in the social-educational field; in Section 4, the dimensions of the family-school conflict are described; 

and in Section 5, the structuring of symbolic violence in the educational field, assimilation and domination, 

is expanded on. Lastly, in Section 6, the final conclusions are presented. 

3. Difficulties of Immigrant Families in the Socio-Educational Field 

An understanding of the conflict between schools and families requires a description of immigrant 

families, as well as the way it becomes an agent transmitting the habitus originated in the country of 

origin. The following section provides this. 

The observations gathered through fieldwork showed that families presented diverse structures, 

usually associated with matriarchal single-parent and two-parent categories (See Table 2). These types 

relate, on the one hand, to the process of migration endured by the families, and, on the other, to family 

disintegration as a result of problems related to one of the parents with justice or through break-up. 

Table 2. Types of usual families observed. 

Types of Families Description 

Matriarchal single-parent 
Families where the head of the household is a woman and there is no male 

paternal figure in the conjugal system 

Two-parent Families that are composed of paternal figures, male and female 

From a theoretical point of view [19], families provide the tools for the students to interact with a 

larger context. This transference depends on the capitals the families have, since they allow them and 

the pupils to get used to diverse social fields. Prominent among these social fields are the economic 

capital, the social capital, the symbolic capital, and, fundamentally, the cultural capital, since it is 

through this one that some strategies that maximize the learning of immigrant students are transmitted. 

There are different difficulties in terms of family capitals (see Table 3). In a relational plane, family 

disintegration and the loss of networks implied by moving away from home reduce migrant families’ 

social capital. In addition, the difficulty in adapting and the social segregation endured by most 

families make it harder to access new networks for childcare when parents work most days. 
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Table 3. Difficulties in terms of family capitals. 

Type of Capital Structure Volume 

Economic 
Development of activities of low 

qualification and long workday. 
Low and unstable income generation. 

Social 
Break of social and family relationships as a 

result of migration. 
Low support networks for childcare. 

Cultural (institutionalized) 
Low and medium level of studies 

(scholarship) of the parents. 

Limited knowledge for learning support 

to their children. 

Symbolic 
Recognition and empathy for the situation 

of the families. 

Discrimination and abuse of power that 

school exerts against families, and 

national families against immigrant ones.

On the other hand, the educational level of the parents that participated in the monitored schools 

was relatively low, except for a few cases where the parents had professional degrees. Immigrant 

families, therefore, presented a low level of institutionalized cultural capital, which, as a result, curtails 

the capacity of parents to help their children with homework and other study-related activities. 

The low level of institutionalized cultural capital of the migrant families deteriorates their supporting 

capacity which, in turn, could make the acquisition of academic support allowing the development  

of competence to better cope with other social fields harder. This difference between volumes of 

cultural capital is detected both by the families as well as by the school agents; the following sentences 

exemplify it: 

“The child does not advance because behind him there is no support to do the homework, no 

support, no encouragement; for example, a little child could have a lot of problems, but 

whether the mother is there or not, the child is always going to try something. But these 

children do not perform and the mother neither. It is like nothing.” [29]. 

“Not everyone has the same social class, but more than social class I would say it is a 

problem of education. They do not come with the same educational level to Chile. We have 

mothers that have arrived as total illiterates and others that came with university studies 

almost finished. And of course we can see the difference. Then I would say that more than 

the economic part it is the educational level [that matters]. The higher the educational 

level, the more the parents take care. The lower the educational level, the lower the value 

of education, and the higher abandonment of the parent.” [30]. 

On the other hand, in the economic realm, it is observed that the adults of the migrant families 

generally undertake activities requiring lower qualifications and long working days. The first point 

translates into low remunerations, while the second one influences the direct relationship with the 

school in the sense that the parents do not have enough time, as required by schools, for meetings and 

other formal activities. 

“Those who work cannot have a lot of time like those who do not work. Because I work, I 

must meet schedules. Then, I come, I pick up him and I leave him. But suddenly I cannot 

pick him up because of my job schedule. Then when I have one moment with the teacher, 

it could be in the morning for a little time for talking, and after, I leave very fast. It is less 
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than the times for mothers that are not working. For example, now I am with postnatal 

leave period (protected nonworking time in Chile), I come and stay more time speaking 

with the teachers.” [31]. 

“There has been a lot of absenteeism by the parents, and there are few parents that do  

come. Maybe not because they do not want, but the work precludes it. I try to come when 

possible.” [32]. 

“But as a foreigner, I cannot...and I want that the people to be conscious, whether they tell 

me ‘there is a meeting on such day’...I cannot, because if I request permission at work, and 

they do not give it to me. Neither, I cannot miss going to my work, because I would lose it. 

For this people must be conscious, because there are days with permission and others 

without permission.” [33]. 

The socioeconomic level—identified by the accumulation of cultural capital—appears as a 

differentiating condition in the educational process. To schools, it influences the capacity of parents to 

support their children, and the promotion of education. A positive association is observed between 

economic capital and cultural capital, indicating that the higher the socioeconomic stratum, the more 

positive the valuation of education. 

“I think that also depends on the socio-economical level of the immigrant person. Because 

when they have higher socioeconomic level, the immigrant people have other perspectives. 

But when they are from those little towns and rural areas, they do not have those perspectives. 

But in general, for the children here, we want that they go study to secondary school  

at least.” [34]. 

Considering the previous context, there are some conditions obstructing the participation of 

immigrant students in the Chilean education system. Among these, socio-cultural and economic factors 

of the families are recognizable as elements that depend on the way they are manifested could make a 

student’s integration in his/her new educational context harder. 

4. Dimensions of the Family-School Conflict 

The educational system is a social field of fundamental importance for the socialization and 

transference of culture. By means of education, distinctions are created which make possible the 

production and reproduction of the social structure. At the same time, dispositions in the guise of 

cultural capital that serve as input for the practices of the agents in other social fields are produced. 

Specifically, in the educational field, the school has become an important point of welcoming, 

meeting, and interaction in those societies/countries receiving migrant populations. Immigrants and 

locals must interact on a human scale inside this specific social field. In this section, we present some 

aspects underlying the conflict in expectations between the social agents (see Table 4), both immigrant 

and local families and schools, inside the observed socio-educational field. 

It was noticed from the observations in the field that the conflict between families and schools 

touches on three fundamental aspects: a struggle of interests, the different dispositions toward action, 

and the divergence in expectations among the agents. 
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Table 4. Aspects associated with the conflict between the school and immigrant families. 

 Category Code 

Conflict 

Struggle of interests: Refers to differences 

in the assessment of teaching and 

educational space. 

- Value of education: low to high 

- Support for the educational process: real, apparent, null 

- Role of school: protector vs. educator 

Difference of dispositions: Refers to the 

practical sense in the educational field. It 

has to do with the different predispositions 

shown by families in the educational social 

field from their experience. 

- Practical history: negative or positive 

- Adaptability: pro to unfavorable 

- Provisions: high or low expectations, indifference 

Mismatch of expectations: Refers to 

differences between expectations in  

a given situation. 

- Participation in educational activities 

- Relationship school-families 

- Purpose of education 

- Educational accompaniment 

- Future of the students 

In the first instance, the interests of each agent come into conflict because of the logic they found in 

teaching and the educational space. With respect to the interests shown by the interviewed families, 

migrant and Chilean, regarding the education of their offspring, it was possible to tag three lines  

of argumentation. 

For a first group of families, school has a specifically protective role. They see in it a place for their 

children to be safe as adults work, and there is not much more value assigned to whatever else school 

may mean for their future. In this group there are families that simply take their children to school in 

order to avoid legal issues, since in Chile it is obligatory for children of schooling age to attend schools. 

“I think that the priorities are a little untidy, because the realities are very different with our 

opinion about what must be. Here there is a great number of parents that send their children 

because they must send them. Because otherwise someone is going to complain. Because 

otherwise, the children can fall in SENAME, because the law requires it.” [35]. 

A second group of families say that school is important for their children, yet in reality they do not 

support the educational process of their offspring. Here the application of a certain well-intended 

discourse can be observed, which, however, does not translate into a transformation of the dispositions 

of families, since there is no actual positive valuation of education. Put otherwise, in these families, 

there is a difference between their discourse on education and the practices of educational support. 

“They want their children to study. But one thing is that I want them to study, and other is 

what are my action to stimulate that.” [36]. 

A third group of families value education, since they see in it better chances for the future of their 

children, which consolidates school as an important agent for their future well-being. These families, 

the difficulties in finding time to participate in the educational process of their children notwithstanding, 

seek ways/strategies in order to be present and not to miss informational and educational instances 

given and required by the school.  
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“It is a minor group that have the conviction that children need education, that they can opt 

to study, pursue a career, be a man or woman of good.” [35]. 

Accordingly, this group is the one demanding schools provide more support, activities, and 

effective learning for students. 

The school, in turn, imagines itself as performing a role fundamentally as educator, and sees 

education as a highly valuable input for the development of the children in other fields in the future. 

Thus, differences in the directions of conflicts were observed, since, on the one hand, for the school, it 

is problematic that the first and second groups do not respond effectively to their required role in the 

learning process. On the other hand, for the third group, it is a point of tension that schools do not 

respond to their demanding more participation and/or excellence. Key factors are the value of 

education and the role of the school. 

Another issue related to the conflict between families and schools is in the difference of perceived 

dispositions by means of the practical sense of the agents in the educational field. This is related to the 

previous experience of the family groups and their trajectory in this field. Here it is observed that 

experience in the educational system predisposes families when facing schools and, at the same time, 

educational agents working for the school to be conditioned by their regular practices. This conditioning 

results in operating in ways not necessarily in tune with what families expect for the education of  

their children. 

Therefore, the practical sense incorporated in the agents of the socio-educational field generates 

expectations on the agents and predisposes families to face a school’s demands. According to the 

observations, the trajectory of family practices in the educational system generates two types of 

predispositions for insertion in schools. Basically, a good previous experience, associated with a 

positive relationship with the school and satisfaction with respect to the contents transmitted to the 

child, increases the value of education and, at the same time, generates high expectations regarding the 

educational process. This, in turn, favors the adaptation process of the children and the families to 

schools, whereas a less demanding experience—of lower value—makes insertion more difficult, which 

refers to negative or neutral predispositions with respect to the educational process. 

The differences between the observed expectations point to the third dimension characterizing the 

family-school conflict (see Table 5). In it, the arrival of the immigrant families is key since it refers to 

the appearance of new social actors in the educational field, which generates new demands and 

interests that have an impact on the relationships in this system. The insertion of immigrant families in 

the educational space implies some variation in the social relationships associated with the teaching 

processes normalized in the school. 

The immigrants, as agents, generate their expectations inside a socio-educational field with rules 

and contents specific and distant from those observed in the country. This produces a tearing point in 

the scheme of expectations of the immigrants and increases tension between social agents. The 

analyses of this study show that the difference in expectations between the school and migrant families 

is related to the distance between the set of dispositions of each of them. This difference of 

expectations translates in different ways of conceiving participation and education. 
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Table 5. Expectation gap between school and families. 

Expectation From the School From the Family 

Participation in  

educational activities. 

Participation limited by  

quotas and depending on  

specific activities. 

- Demands more spaces and opportunities for 

participation in educational activities. 

- Indifference regarding the existence of  

larger spaces. 

Relationship between school 

and families. 

Precise relationship, related 

information (highly formalized). 

- Aspiration integrated into the work of  

the school. 

- They expect the fewest instances to meet. 

Goal of education. 

Transfer of contents and  

discipline: pupils are expected  

to be good students. 

Good education of students refers to: 
- Being a good person. 

- Future possible studies. 

- Children are well cared for. 

Family educational support. 
Families must co-participate in  

the process. 

- It is school’s responsibility. 

- Also it is our duty. 

Future of the students. 

That students are well trained in 

various subjects and can continue 

studying (be professionals). 

- That they finish their education to  

work soon. 

- That they be better than their parents. 

5. The Structuring of Symbolic Violence in the Educational Field: Assimilation and Domination 

This section discusses how symbolic violence is expressed through structured forms in the  

family-school relationship in the Chilean educational field. According to the observations, symbolic 

violence is structured in two main dimensions, namely structural rigidity and discriminating dispositions 

(see Table 6). In turn, each of these dimensions is categorized in different aspects, each of them codified 

and expressed in diverse manners. In the following table, these analytical distinctions are illustrated. 

Table 6. Structuralization of symbolic violence. 

Dimension Categorization Code Expression 

Structural rigidity 

Cultural assimilation 

Monolingualism 

- Predisposition of only one language 

in the family-school relationship 

(Spanish speakers). 

Homogenization 

- Generalization of traits of  

the population. 

- Equality teaching strategies. 

Regulatory rigidity Imposition of the rules 

- Families must conform to the rules 

of the school. 

- Lack of empathy for the situations  

of families. 

- Abuse and insults  

toward families. 

Discriminatory 

provisions 
Dynamics of domination 

Xenophobic and racist 

dispositions from the 

national families 

- Standardization and reproduction of 

discriminatory practices. 
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5.1. Structural Rigidity and Cultural Assimilation 

The way in which teaching in the school is performed acts as a cultural assimilation device [37]. 

This is explained by the dynamics of teaching, which tend to homogenize students and accentuate 

common features in order to increase the productivity of teaching. Thus, the closer the student is to the 

“profile” or “stereotype” to be taught, the more adequate the individual will be regarding the pedagogical 

strategies to be implemented. Namely, the school aims at having agents adequate for its practices. 

Within this dimension, one observed form of symbolic violence occurs when the school applies a 

norm dictated from other agents enjoying a higher level in the hierarchical relationships of this field 

level. Such is the case of the educational policy of monolingualism. Language barriers were observed. 

These made the relationship between Spanish speakers and foreigners with a different mother tongue 

more complex. Neither the school nor the families who speak Spanish are proficient in a second 

language allowing them to communicate better. The prominence of the Spanish language in the 

educational field excluded and segregated families and students not proficient in it. 

The set of rules and dispositions presented in the educational field promoted monolingualism. 

Therefore, a certain distance was developed between those fluent in the dominating language and those 

who were not, as observed in the next example:  

“The communication with the Haitians parents is more difficult. They speak another 

language and I do it in Spanish. Then we put the kids between us for translation. Our 

communication has big difficulties. How I ask you to strengthen reading comprehension if 

the father does not speak Spanish? Then it is super complicated with parents who use 

another language. It is complicated...” [35]. 

As a consequence, the situation of students in a less advantaged position—in this case, foreign 

students—is a process that forces pupils to incorporate formal contents as dictated by the public 

institutions and that often fail to take care of what was part of the educational system of origin. This 

process, so demanding for the adaptation skills of foreign students, can be called a de-culturalization 

since it disregards the cultural resources acquired in their family and social class, and at the same time, 

it re-educates toward the cultural assimilation in linguistic terms. 

5.2. Normative Rigidity and the Imposition of Order 

Several examples illustrate the imposition of norms associated with the time and place in which the 

parents should or should not be at school. First, a feeling of insecurity regarding their children’s 

protection is observed in the parents, since they are supposed to learn to blindly trust in those attending 

to their children. 

“I think that the school needs to improve in this subject. Because when the children are 

standing in line, we must get out. They ring the bell and expel us outside, while the 

children stay there. I would like to stay there more time, to see, to know what is happening. 

It is very rigid.” [38]. 

“It was like very suddenly. I was worried at first, the first day I was told to leave her at the 

school gate. I do not know, I felt worried.” [39]. 
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The way in which teaching is carried out is sometimes misunderstood and worrisome to the parents, 

who must accept and adapt to measures imposed by the school. This type of example has a larger 

impact on immigrant families, who interact with the school with their “migrant stigma”. This implies 

that significant hesitation precedes the communication of any complaint. 

“As a parent asking the school to improve, is always more difficult, because I am a 

foreigner. They would say ‘no, he is not from here and is asking for school improvement!’ 

So better I stay silent.” [33]. 

On the other hand, from schools also have a view of themselves as social agents who must impose 

the norms of the social relationship with the families. This means that it must be optimal for families to 

adapt to the established rules. Otherwise, the school shall implement strategies strengthening its position. 

This is done in a subtle way, and is not recognized as such, but is rather seen merely as foreign 

families necessarily adapting. It is, thus, assumed that a teacher’s work may legitimately reproduce  

such impositions. 

“But why are you not integrated? This school permits to participate but only until one 

point, the school puts limits. It is ok, there are things for which it is necessary to put some 

limits, but not in the integration process. For example, do you know when are the parents 

invited to participate? For the international party…only then are we invited. And there are 

only a few who show up, why? Because they are almost always told ‘no’, and when you 

say ‘no’, they do not come again.” [40]. 

The school limits the families’ participation. Although there are instances for the integration of 

families into a school’s activities, limits are too rigid, announcements come too late and are not sent to 

everyone, and whenever parents propose something, this is not taken into account as the school has 

already planned everything. Families are just supposed to attend. 

“Meetings is where dad and the school have to go to get along. Not because the parents 

always work, we have to be available to them. They also have to step into the shoes of the 

school, where there are schedules and protocols to follow. We cannot do that on Monday at 

7 p.m., to meet with the fifth grade, because regulation does not permit it.” [41]. 

The abovementioned point is also perceived by some Chilean parents, who observe normative 

rigidity and violence both toward themselves and the students. The school does not seem to empathize 

with those parents lacking time to attend meetings. Therefore, the timing at disposal for schools is not 

in tandem with that of the parents. For instance, the proposed time for a meeting does not often suit 

parents, and if they arrive late, they may not be received. 

“The other day, the supervisor called a mom to speak at 8 a.m., and the lady has two 

children who are in school, plus another little girl and a baby. She arrived a little late and 

said, ‘I had to prepare the girl and the baby to come out, I cannot leave them alone’, she had 

to come with both and it was winter. The supervisor said, ‘No, I asked her to come to a 

specific time and did not attend her because she should have arrived at the time he had 

booked.’ He is rigid, and in that regard I find that should not be the way in a supervisor.” [42]. 
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In addition, the structuralization of symbolic violence in the interaction between families and  

the school was observed. School is envisioned as a social agent working along rigid norms, which 

symbolically infringe those under them. These norms do not totally empathize with families, who have 

a disadvantage whenever they want to exercise their rights. 

However, it is worth noting that there are agents who speak out their worries regarding the 

occurrence/reproduction of discrimination and stigmatization toward the people coming from abroad. 

They demand from the school and the broader school community a bigger acknowledgement of the 

socio-cultural diversity of their students, in order to foster respect and tolerance. 

“That has to do with respect, dignity, tolerance. It seems to me very important also to be 

competent regarding knowledge. This is, I have heard professionals say ‘black of the 

jungle’ and fight because he is black and comes from the jungle. As far as I know, Colombia 

has more than just jungle. It also has asphalt, has cities, has democratic institutions, etc. So, I 

see a lack of important knowledge. Skills related to managing diversity.” [43]. 

In the example, a denaturation of dispositions that reproduces processes of symbolic violence was 

witnessed. An alternative lies in the education of the same agents comprising the school. 

In summary, the analysis shows that the Chilean school system is a highly institutionalized social 

field in which the social action rules are arbitrarily produced by the agents who dominate this field, 

and they can be regarded as the core of the symbolic violence emerging in the educational centers. The 

structuralization of the educational field is rigid and highly formal, producing exclusion and segregation 

of foreigners. At the same time, this has an impact on the relationships among the social agents subject 

to the norms of the school. 

5.3. Discriminatory Disposition from Some Social Agents: Domination Dynamics 

In the previous section, it was exhibited how, in the social educational field, there exist domination 

relationships incorporated into its structure. Hence, in the educational field, the school is an agent 

exerting naturalized dominating dynamics. This has an impact on the way differences are categorized. 

This is presented as an incentive to perceive and evaluate migrants (tall/short, white/black, etc.), thus 

establishing categorizations that become natural as distinctions in the social reality, in which the 

foreigner is categorized as an other, who is a victim of xenophobic and racist dispositions. 

“Do you have relationships with immigrant families? No, I greet them only. But very little. 

Greeting, nothing else, but if they ask me something, I answer.” [44]. 

“Why do I dislike Peruvians? I do not like them, do not like them. What do you dislike? 

They walk smelly. I do not like the smell, it’s just smells like spices. I do not like it. I really 

hate to say it, but I do not like it. Is that...I cannot explain it well but I do not like it. I do not 

like the smell of them, I do not like how they hang out.” [45]. 

“Have you ever had a Peruvian friend? I talk to two, but we are not friends, but we talked. 

But I reject them. I do not know why, really do not know if they have never done anything 

to me. I have never ever had a problem with a Peruvian. Never, but I do not know why I do 

not like and do not like them. I do not like them.” [45]. 
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In this scenario, it is possible to maintain that the forms of discrimination—bullying, racism, 

xenophobia, etc.—are expressions of symbolic violence and negative dispositions toward cultural 

differences. There are some families who deny migrant families the status as full interlocutors in social 

interactions, as a consequence of the incorporation of xenophobic patterns of social valuation. 

According to observations, the social educational field can be considered as a space where the 

struggle among social agents provokes conflicts of varying magnitude. The school was presented as an 

agent that welcomes both migrant families and otherwise. This situation may have paradoxical affects, 

albeit it promotes social integration, it may generate certain exclusion mechanisms, since trying to 

integrate everyone in the same way provokes violent interactions between families. 

“The school from the beginning welcomed us, but there are others who are sometimes  

a little distant because you come from abroad. Because sometimes here Chileans are a little 

bit racist. When you approach them for something, or want to make a query, they ignore 

you” [32]. 

In this dimension it is worth noting that the violence context is not solely restricted to the migrant 

population, but it is inscribed in a context of generalized violence in which the relationships between 

families take part. 

“I was treasurer in prekindergarten and this mom told me, ‘I am going to stab if you to 

charge money.’ And I told her that the money is for the participation of her daughter in the 

cerebration at the end of the year. She says me, ‘You will see.’ So they are very aggressive. 

These are Chilean parents. Migrants do not, they are good, quietly, speak the minimum.” [44]. 

In the same fashion, migrant families find themselves in a disadvantaged position with respect to 

national families and the school. Migrant families have difficulties to obtain explicit and practical 

recognition from local ones. This is related to their relatively lower level of symbolic capital. Symbolic 

violence, expressed as racism and xenophobia, is reproduced inter-generationally. Many of the interviewed 

agents notice that children and their parents have incorporated an unconscious rejection of foreigners; 

they have normalized the discrimination of the cultural difference. This phenomenon is recognizable 

everywhere from schoolteachers to migrant parents. 

“It made me wonder the attitude of the national children regarding foreign class mates. 

There is a racist attitude in the children. I think it should be family learnt. So, I do not 

know what the relationships among adults with migrants is. Because in reality children are 

a reflection of home. Sometimes you see attitudes very, very racist, xenophobic ones…it is 

striking. What they are hearing about it at home?” [46]. 

In the same way, it has been observed that the children have incorporated an imagery regarding the 

foreigner, and with it they have normalized verbal abuse, such as cursing, toward them. National 

families and their offspring position themselves naturally in a higher hierarchy than foreigners, which 

in connection to the dominating culture assigns them a higher symbolic capital in the school. In this 

sense, the unequal dispositions of symbolic capital have even affected the relationships between local 

and foreign students. 
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“We had problems because in the first year they discriminated against my son, there was a 

bit of discrimination.” [47]. 

“In the early days, they cut his hair, peers, in the first year. Actually they are girls, they feel 

they are more valuable...the first day they broke his apron. Looks like being torn, whatever. 

But I found my son crying.” [48]. 

Again, it is worth mentioning that it is not possible to generalize the idea that all national families 

have a negative disposition toward differences. Rather, it is possible to identify ideas in the social 

agents pointing toward educating the children in a way that assimilates diversity without discriminating 

or expressing negative feelings toward foreigners. 

“My daughter once used the word black. I said, ‘No, that is an ugly word’ because it is 

discriminating, people are brunettes, they are well tanned, but not black because it is ugly. I 

think it is a derogatory word. Then my daughter usually says ‘brown people’. I care for 

diversity of color, they are human beings as us, but the difference is in skin or hair. And the 

vast majority of black women use extensions because the hair is different, weird, I do not 

know. There is a little boy who has to go to kindergarten, his hair is curly...but not bad, but 

it strikes me, the diversity.” [49]. 

Nevertheless, despite the existence of some local families having no negative feelings toward 

diversity, it is important that this form of teaching be assumed as a shared strategy between the families 

and the school, in which the latter must take on a mediating role between tense relationships. Observing 

the interaction between immigrant and national families, Touriñán [50] remarks that, in the educational 

system, the school becomes a co-habitation space for the immigrant and the national, where the 

dynamics of meeting and learning to accept each other are produced, and they are not exempt from 

problems, such as verbal, and sometimes, physical violence. Acknowledging that this process carries 

conflicts, the school is envisioned as playing a fundamental role in the generation of values associated 

with the respect of the foreigner and the rejection of discriminating practices [37]. 

“Sometimes some answer no, they are not from here and come to impose their laws on us. 

Here sometimes, I observed people with that attitude, but do not say it directly. And these 

parents are Chilean? Yes, they are Chileans, of course. Well, in the end it is the teacher 

who sometimes takes the word and explains to the people. The teacher is the one who 

seeks consensus.” [51]. 

In summary, symbolic domination dynamics caused by structural rigidities (school-family) are 

observed, and these are not isolated from the structures of violence influenced by the dispositions of 

some social agents that participate in them. This is to say that the context shows a double form of 

symbolic violence, which is part of the dynamics in the field. 

6. Conclusions 

The purpose of this article was to analyze, from a Bourdieuninan perspective, the conflict between 

family and school in the context of a high immigrant population. The analysis performed in this article 

made it possible to identify, in the cases being studied, a conflict produced by capital diversity, 
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different expectations, dispositions, and practices among the social agents. Migration in Chile has 

become an enduring process, bringing various difficulties in the general functioning of the social 

services. Social fields, such as health and education, have experienced a series of complications in 

serving the migrant/national population. Beyond the problems related to serving an increasing demand, 

there is an emergency of conflicts among users and between these and the institutions providing services. 

On top of this setting, the conflict in the family-school relationship within the Chilean educational field 

was analyzed. In particular, we focused on the discrepancy of interests and expectations between the 

agents and the correlated forms of symbolic violence operating in these relationships. 

Concerning the specific objective of characterizing the main difficulties immigrant families faced 

during their experience in the socio-educative realm, we found differences in volume and in the 

structuration of the capital among the different agents being studied. The family groups possessed 

different levels of capital, impacting their relationships with the school. Generally, they had a low 

economic capital, expressed in unstable low-skill jobs and salaries. Families have relatively stable 

social relationships and support networks; however, migrant family groups have lost contact with their 

original support network and have trouble in kick-starting relationships with their neighbors and the 

school community, reducing the possibilities of care for their offspring. In other words, the social 

capital is high in families that have spent several years living in the same place and is reduced for 

families coming from abroad. 

Beyond observing different levels of economic and social capital, the most differentiating aspect is 

the difference in cultural capital between the families. A high cultural capital institutionalized and 

referred exclusively to the level of schooling makes a good support for the educational process of the 

children; inversely, a low level of this kind of capital negatively affects the possibilities of school 

support of the families toward their children. 

Along these lines, it was observed that through cultural capital the families generate different 

dispositions that have an influence on the expectations with respect to education and in the value 

assigned to schools. Three types of dispositions were observed. One type exhibits a positive valuation 

of education for the future of the children and highlights the educating role of schools. Another type 

disregards the connection between education and the future of the children, and only sees school as a 

place for protection and security for them. The third type asserts a neutrality of sorts: on a discursive 

level, education is given an important character, yet in practice, nothing is done to support the learning 

process. Here, school is merely a place for children to be while the parents work. It is highlighted that 

school is regarded as an expert agent in the transmission of cultural capital to the students, but it also 

must embrace its duty to confront the disposition the families have, which is clearly a complex task 

and not free of conflicts itself. 

In relation to the specific objective to define the facets of the conflict between family and school, in 

order to understand the observed family-school conflict, it is important to consider the concept of 

habitus as introduced by Pierre Bourdieu. In the family-school conflict it was noticed that schools 

dealing with intercultural dynamics try to broaden the reference points between nationals and immigrants; 

however, the lack of communication and low empathy observed in the relationship facilitates the 

configuration of a conflict whose core is the juxtaposition of the habitus among the different agents 

belonging to the school community. 
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Regarding the problem of the symbolic structures operating in the interaction between the agents, it 

was remarked that the conflict between the migrant families and the schools is related to three 

fundamental aspects: the clash of interests, the divergence of expectations, and the different dispositions 

toward actions between the agents. The clash of interests refers to the differences in the valuation of 

education and the educational space. This has to do with the role that the agents assign to the school. 

For some families, the school is specifically a teaching being, whereas for others, it is a place for the 

protection of the children while they work. This is linked to the diversity of accompanying practices for 

the families in the formative process. The existence of families helpful in the educational process of 

the children, since they value education as a social mobility factor, was observed. On the other hand, a 

low valuation of the educational process does not promote supporting or assisting practices in the 

academic tasks of their offspring. 

In turn, the differing dispositions relate to the practical sense/interpretation of the educational field. 

This is linked to the different predispositions shown by the families in the social-educational field as a 

result of their past experiences. The history of the family-school relationship is important in the present 

state of it. Positive experiences based on good service and teaching favor adaptation in schools and 

foster high expectations regarding the educational process. Opposite to this, negative experiences likewise 

influence the upbringing of the children, the adaptation of the families into schools, and neutralize or 

reduce the quality of the agents’ expectations. 

In relation to the last specific objective, to explore the presence of symbolic violence in this 

relationship, it was noted that a different angle of conflict is given to the disregard of social diversity. 

This implies symbolic violence in view of Bourdieu, due to the supremacy of norms and field rules not 

necessarily coherent with the variety of pre-constructed expectations of the families, both immigrant 

and local ones. Symbolic violence is structured based on two main dimensions: the structural rigidity 

promoted by the school, and the agents’ discriminating dispositions. 

The first one refers to the assimilationist logic with which schools work and has to do with the 

monolingualism and homogenization with which both national and foreign students are confronted. 

Likewise, a high degree of normative rigidity is observed, related to the imposition of specific rules by 

the school that limit the action scope and force families to abide to the institutionalized dispositions. 

Many of these norms are implicit and are normalized as day-to-day practices that often involve 

physical and verbal abuse toward the students or the omission of the family or work-related 

circumstances of the parents. 

The second one, the discriminating dispositions, have to do with symbolic domination dynamics 

adjacent to xenophobic or racist dispositions in the national population, which deny or oppose the 

cultural diversity present in schools. 

In view of the analysis undertaken, the social relationships between the agents appear determined by 

their dispositions. The practical sense agents present to participate in the educational field is structured 

according to their ways of thinking, feeling, and acting, and these stem from a cultural base that 

propels individuals, groups, and institutions apart. According to this, the conflict between the school 

and the families alludes to the distinction of the dispositions in the educational field, which, in the 

emerging integration process, generate convergences and divergences, power struggles, and conflicts 

of multiple meaning and complexity. Concretely, agents’ different ways of thinking and acting generate a 
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tension between the families’ habitus, their expectations, and those of the school in the setting of the 

rules present in the educational field. 

The results show that, in Chile, the school system that delivers education in a context of cultural 

diversity is not an appropriate model of social integration. It makes diversity invisible, and wastes the 

previous learning processes that students and families have. Faced by this, it is recommended to stand 

from a perspective that sees differences as a human feature and therefore understands them as “natural”. 

This implies taking into account families’ expectations and, from there, generating strategies fostering 

intercultural understanding. On the other hand, immigrant families must use their operative capital to 

become visible as valid agents and interlocutors toward the school and the other actors in the social field. 

Hence, by means of making flexible the relationships between the agents of this social field, along 

the lines of acknowledging strategies, progress toward a greater social justice is made. This implies 

that the family should be considered as a fundamental agent in the transmission of support and school 

valuation because agents produce forms of perception from what they learn from family interactions, 

and this gets translated into action within different social fields. 

All this being said, a challenge, associated with schools’ re-construction as a place of meeting for 

intercultural relationships, is identified. Since this is a platform of transformation of social imageries 

and acquisition of capitals (symbolic, social, and cultural), it has an impact even in the insertion of agents 

into other social fields, such as labor, and yields marked differences in the life quality of said agents. 

This results especially true for migrants, who are more vulnerable, as they are immersed in a process 

of social integration in which many of them have a lower volume of capital than locals—fewer networks 

and links, lower wages, etc.—that operate as a helping device for their insertion in the host country. 

In summary, the differences in the symbolic structures and the expectations of the agents, such  

as national or international families and schools, influence the configuration of conflict in the  

socio-educational field in Chile. However, there are also other symbolic structures influencing the 

conflict, which are associated with control mechanisms, educational road-maps, and forms of operation 

determined by the state as an agent that shapes the educational field. These context-dependent 

dimensions, which complicate the conflict further, will be investigated in a forthcoming paper. 
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