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 In the July 1916 issue of  The Atlantic Monthly , American leftist intellectual 
Randolph Bourne presented what was arguably the fi rst use of the term  trans-
national , stating that “America is coming to be, not a nationality but a trans-
nationality, a weaving back and forth, with the other lands, of many threads of 
all sizes and colors” (Bourne 1916, 96). In his article, Bourne addresses many 
of the key issues that remain prevalent in today’s debates about immigration, 
integration, and sustained connections to places of origin (transnational ties). 

 Bourne refuted public concerns about the transnational connections main-
tained by some non-Anglophone Protestant immigrant groups (many of 
whom were not considered “white” at the time), foreshadowing current dis-
cussions. He stated: 

 To think of earlier nationalities as culturally assimilated to America, 
while we picture the later as a sodden and resistive mass, makes only 
for bitterness and misunderstanding. There may be a difference between 
these earlier and these later stocks, but it lies neither in motive for coming 
nor in strength of cultural allegiance to the homeland (Bourne 1916, 88). 

 Bourne also predicted that schools, with their emphasis on cooperation 
among groups, would facilitate the studying and working together of Anglo-
Saxons and acclimatized foreigners as citizens of a “larger world” (Bourne 
1916, 93–94). 

 Today, students in Toronto, Canada, increasingly come from diverse back-
grounds and maintain ongoing links to their or their parents’ place(s) of ori-
gin. Such students and their families sometimes experience multiple, divided, 
and/or fl uctuating loyalties as they travel back and forth (emotionally and 
geographically) between Canada and their homeland(s). At present, there is 
very limited research exploring the implications of these connections within 
the realm of education; signifi cantly, it remains unclear if such ties generally 
assist or hinder the immigrant integration process in schools. Teachers, as a 
primary conduit for conferring a common language, heritage, values, knowl-
edge of institutions, and modes of so-called “legitimate” behavior   to youth are 
integral actors within this schooling/transnationalism nexus (Levin 2001, 7). 
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178 Naomi Lightman

 This chapter aims to provide an institutional perspective, with teachers, 
students, and their parents conceived of as individual agents working within 
the constraints of their schooling context. The data presented consists of 
four in-depth, qualitative interviews with educators in public and private 
secondary schools in Toronto in 2011. A brief overview of Canada’s increas-
ingly neoliberal immigration and institutional contexts are presented fi rst, 
followed by a review of the relevant North American literature connect-
ing schooling to transnationalism. Subsequently, the data analysis examines 
how students’ transnational connections affect teaching practices and expe-
riences in selected Toronto schools. Themes explored include the extent to 
which economic class impacts the way that transnational links are expressed 
and viewed within a classroom context; how teachers, with diverse access to 
resources and mandates, view young people’s ongoing ties to their place(s) 
of origin; and schools’ institutional responses and the controls they impose, 
which teachers must work within and around. Overall, it is hoped that the 
insights provided by these teachers resonate in the current global context 
and are valuable for transnational individuals and communities, as well as 
for education systems in Canada and beyond. 

 1  THE CANADIAN IMMIGRATION AND INSTITUTIONAL 
CONTEXTS: A SHIFT TOWARD NEOLIBERALISM 

 Historically, Canada was “less a land of second chance than a land of sec-
ond choice” (Reimers and Troper 1992, 18), as most immigrants came to 
Canada with the goal of ultimately settling in the United States. A decentral-
ized federal state with considerable provincial powers, the relations between 
the English and French-speaking populations have often taken precedence 
in Canadian policy matters, immigration or otherwise. Education is under 
provincial jurisdiction and is primarily publicly funded through a mix of 
federal, provincial, and local governments (Troper 1993). 

 In 1971, amid a consistent fl ow of immigrants from Europe and beyond, 
the reality of diversity was formally acknowledged in Canada with the intro-
duction of multiculturalism within a national bilingual framework. In 1982, 
multiculturalism was recognized in section 27 of the Canadian Charter 
of Rights and Freedoms. Since that time, multiculturalism has become a 
well-entrenched component of “Canadian” identity. 

 To date, supporters of the multicultural project view it as assisting with 
the social and economic integration of immigrants and minorities by remov-
ing barriers to their participation and making them feel more included. Such 
a view holds that multiculturalism leads to a stronger sense of belonging and 
pride in being Canadian for all citizens. Through multiculturalism, Cana-
dian schools reinforce what Zúñiga and Hamann (2009) term the  common 
schooling script , whereby “schools are meant to prepare good citizens who 
are loyal to the host community and feel a sense of belonging to the nation. 
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Transnational Transformations of Schooling in Toronto, Canada 179

In pursuing this purpose, all other countries are subordinated in the curri-
cula” (Zúñiga and Hamann 2009, 5). 

 Critiques of Canadian multiculturalism come from both the ideological 
right and the ideological left. The former often suggests that multicultural-
ism leads to ghettoization and separation, encouraging members of ethnic 
groups to look inward and inhibiting social integration. On the left, immi-
grant and antiracist advocacy groups often argue that the broad intercultural 
ideals central to Canadian multicultural policy are tokenistic and come at the 
expense of specifi c, achievable goals and objectives. As well, there is a sug-
gestion that multiculturalism is simply the natural evolution of assimilation, 
as both primarily serve to uphold the existing power structures within the 
state (Bloemraad, Korteweg, and Yurdakul 2008; Kymlicka 2010; Reitz and 
Banerjee 2007). 

 In 2002, Prime Minister Harper introduced the Immigration and Refugee 
Protection Act to replace the 1976 Immigration Act, increasing the empha-
sis in immigration eligibility on education and language profi ciency, and 
moving away from family reunifi cation and humanitarian concerns. Immi-
grants today continue to earn less on average than Canadian-born workers, 
particularly upon entering the labor market (Mitchell, Lightman, and Herd 
2007; Picot and Sweetman 2005); are two to three times more likely to 
experience low income for at least one year (Palameta 2004); suffer the neg-
ative impacts of a recession fi rst and for longer (Picot and Sweetman 2005); 
and fi ll the most precarious jobs and experience unusually high unemploy-
ment rates (Saunders 2005; Vosko 2002). 

 Refl ecting global economic trends, the current fi scal environment in 
Canada has also led to an increasingly neoliberal institutional context and 
a stronger emphasis in Canadian education on privatization and individual 
choice. Some Canadian provinces have begun to allow, or even encourage, 
the “separating out” of different groups from the public educational system 
amid its perceived breakdown. Private schools, encouraged by conservative 
politicians and education policy think tanks, promote their institutions as a 
means to assist students in the increasingly competitive global job market. 
Such schools purport to offer a more enriched academic environment for 
students who excel within the public system, and a more tailored, individu-
alized, and responsive atmosphere for students who struggle (Davies 2004; 
Levin 2001; Mitchell 2003).   Whereas critics of this neoliberal educational 
agenda argue that it leads to greater inequities and disparities in society, 
those in favor of privatization contend that such initiatives embody positive 
moves toward “innovation” in education (Basu 2004; Davidson-Harden and 
Majhanovich 2004). 

 Since the 1990s, the Canadian education system has experienced growth 
in private schooling programs that target wealthy international students and 
families, with only minimal increases in public school assistance for immi-
grant and refugee families (Davies 2004; Tannock 2010). School boards now 
widely market their institutions overseas among the upper classes. According 
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180 Naomi Lightman

to Bruno-Jofre and Henley (2000), the increasing presence of upper-income 
students from the Global South in Canadian classrooms introduces a new 
dimension into discussions about diversity. Tannock (2010) suggests that 
the disparate socioeconomic familial backgrounds of students in public ver-
sus private schools contribute to the creation and legitimization of inequali-
ties in education and in society more generally. 

 Overall, immigrant and minority youth in Canada outperform the chil-
dren of non-immigrant parents in terms of educational attainment. However, 
much of the education literature continues to fi nd evidence of cultural and 
racial bias in Canadian schools at the primary and secondary levels, as well as 
within universities. Researchers have found evidence of Eurocentric prejudices 
among teachers and within the curriculum, the streaming of minority students 
into nonacademic programs, and a lack of minority representation on school 
boards. The determining factors are often attributed to socioeconomic class, 
race, and/or the context of settlement. Such barriers likely alienate immigrant 
and minority students and may negatively impact their educational outcomes 
(Dei 1996; Reitz and Somerville 2004; Reitz, Zhang, and Hawkins 2011). 

 Thus, in recent decades, globalization and the spread of a neoliberalism 
have created a shift in Canadian education policy. There is a growing per-
ception that the student population requires a mobile, skill-based education 
emphasizing “strategic cosmopolitanism” that will aim to traverse markets 
and borders. At the same time, there has been increasing recognition of the 
transnational ties maintained by some immigrants and minorities, leading 
to an increase in research on both the potential benefi ts and drawbacks of 
such connections (Good Gingrich 2003; Mitchell 2003). 

 2  CONNECTING TRANSNATIONALISM AND EDUCATION: 
TRANSIENT vs. TRANSILIENT STUDENTS 

 Since at least the beginning of the twentieth century, some transnational 
communities have been sending their children back to the place(s) of origin 
for education that is deemed more appropriate or to assist with cultural 
maintenance. Providing a historical example, Ayukawa (2008, 2011) docu-
ments how prior to WWII the eldest son in Japanese families in Canada was 
sometimes sent back to Japan for education and language retention pur-
poses. In the comparative North American literature, Hagan (1994) fi nds 
that members of the Maya, an indigenous group from San Pedro, Guatemala, 
who live and work in Texas, sometimes send their children back home to be 
raised by grandparents or relatives in what is considered a “morally purer” 
environment. The parents, meanwhile, work full time and send remittances, 
which pay for the children to attend prestigious Guatemalan private schools 
(Hagan 1994). 

 In some cases, younger children of Mexican migrants to the US are 
sent back to Mexico for schooling if their learning experiences become 
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Transnational Transformations of Schooling in Toronto, Canada 181

unproductive or unbearable in America due to language barriers or rac-
ism. In the case of older youth, occasionally the entire family returns to 
Mexico in order to reeducate teenagers about traditional family values. In 
New York, Kasinitz and others (2002) fi nd that a surprising number of West 
Indian and Latino youth continue to be sent home to live with relatives at 
some point during their teenage years, due to parental fears about the dan-
gers of New York streets (Kasinitz et al. 2002; Trueba 1999; Zúñiga and 
Hamann 2009). 

 Some young adults return to their place(s) of origin on their own account 
when they fi nish schooling in North America, because of improved economic 
opportunities abroad (specifi cally due to their English-language profi ciency, 
technical skills, or the cachet of a Western education) and/or because of a 
real or perceived lack of economic opportunities and amenities in the new 
place of residence. Taiwan, for example, has lured back better trained and 
more experienced personnel to research and development centers, many of 
whom had left previously for better opportunities elsewhere (Aydemir and 
Skuterud 2004; Ritzer 2010). 

 Louie (2006) posits a  transnational theory,  which states that the children 
of immigrants who sustain a connection to their or their parent(s) place(s) 
of origin evaluate their lives in the US (or Canada) in comparison with the 
sending state(s). She emphasizes that “little attention has been paid to the 
implications of such a dual frame of reference for second-generation immi-
grants’ views on education and mobility” (Kasinitz et al. 2002; Louie 2006). 
Valenzuela (1999) touches on the same idea in her case study of Mexican-
born and US-born, Mexican-origin high school students in Texas. She fi nds 
that immigrant students work harder because their multiple frames of refer-
ence lead them to evaluate their circumstances in America through the lens 
of their prior schooling experiences in Mexico. Thus, “their positive assess-
ment manifests itself as an esprit de corps that undergirds both their higher 
achievement and their pro-school ethos” (Valenzuela 1999, 117). 

 In existing analyses connecting transnationalism and education, two 
typologies of migrants are often presented: the very poor and the very rich. 
In the US, most relevant research focuses on poor, transient Mexicans or on 
migrants from Central America. Hamann (2001) terms the young within these 
populations  sojourner students .  1   He states that sojourner students’ defi ning 
characteristics are their vulnerability to dislocation and their transnational 
backgrounds: they are often poor, Latino/a, have limited English profi ciency, 
and lack offi cial documentation. Sojourner students often struggle with con-
tradictions between their families’ survival strategies and the perspectives of 
their schools. In the case of families with precarious work schedules, such 
students often become known for their extended school absences, which par-
allel their parents’ cycle of unemployment (Hamann 2001; Ruiz-de-Velasco 
and Fix 2000). 

 In the Canadian context, by contrast, most case studies connecting 
transnationalism and schooling focus on what Richmond (1969) terms the 
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182 Naomi Lightman

 transilients ; in this case, wealthy Asian populations on the West Coast of 
Canada who are sometimes considered “the most desirable immigrants on 
earth” (Cannon 1989, 21). This population is among the elite, with many 
entering Canada through the Business Immigration Program, which allows 
applicants to skip the processing queue for landed immigrant visas if they 
pay a one-time fee of $500,000 to the Canadian government (Aydemir 2011; 
Ley 2010; Mitchell 1999; Waters 2005).  2   

 For elite Hong Kong and Chinese transnationals in Canada, fear of edu-
cational failure back home is often the impetus behind migration. Relocation 
to Canada is sometimes perceived to be a cheaper option for families, as 
compared to paying international tuition rates for postsecondary education. 
Canadian schools (both secondary and postsecondary) are often considered 
more prestigious and easier academically, and provide better opportunities for 
English-language acquisition. As well, some within these communities per-
ceive an added benefi t in the critical thinking promoted in Canadian schools, 
as compared to perceptions of rote learning back home (Waters 2006). 

 Thus, the educational experiences of sojourner students are likely to 
be signifi cantly different than those of the transilients. Little is currently 
known about the educational experiences of transnational youth and fami-
lies outside the economic elite in Canada, or those who live in Toronto or its 
surrounding metropolitan areas rather than on the West Coast. Existing lit-
erature on poorer transnationals in Canada generally focuses on individuals 
with temporary work visas, such as live-in caregivers, fi eldworkers, or “mail 
order” brides who often lack protections or coverage for social services, and 
refugees or migrants who arrive with professional skills but are unable to 
recertify or gain Canadian work experience upon their settlement. However, 
there is minimal discussion of educational experiences for these groups. 

 Some educators suggest that the organizational rigidity and linear struc-
ture of the schooling system may accentuate, rather than alleviate, the chal-
lenges that migration brings for children and youth. North American schools 
often have limited staff that is trained to work with nonnative English speak-
ers and are unsure how to build on immigrant students’ existing capabilities 
and/or how to properly assess their prior learning. Students with transna-
tional ties, regardless of their socioeconomic status, may suffer from dis-
continuity and feel caught between the culture of their home, their school, 
and their parents, leading to resentment about their migration and ongoing 
mobility (Hagan 1994; Trueba 1999). Hamann (2001, 56) consequently sug-
gests that an overhaul of the American education system is necessary: 

 Creating curricula that are responsive to sojourner students requires a 
dramatic rethinking of school organization, curriculum, pedagogy, stu-
dent needs, and the relationships at the instructor, student, curriculum 
nexus. . . . [Sojourner students require] a curriculum and assessment 
system that recognizes the realities in which such students live, the top-
ics in which they are interested, and the culturally-related ways in which 
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Transnational Transformations of Schooling in Toronto, Canada 183

students are best at indicating/applying what they know. Faced already 
with the challenges of gaining one’s bearings in a new place and feeling 
uncertain about the duration of one’s stay, such students may need even 
more affi rmation of their existing knowledge and its potential applica-
tion to present circumstances than do most students. 

 However, a contrasting perspective holds that rather than making school-
ing more fl exible to individual needs, greater uniformity in education will 
better assist students with transnational ties; it is suggested here that a 
“national” education project may have become irrelevant. Rather than 
focusing on educating children to become members of the national com-
munity, transnational families and communities may be more interested in 
educating them to be successful global citizens. Zúñiga and Hamann (2009) 
label this a  fragmented schooling script , which emphasizes that schools are 
the institutional instruments of modern economies for providing workers 
who can be productive in the face of changing and globalized labor market 
needs (Mitchell 2003). 

 Overall, transnational communities may feel that a curriculum with 
increased emphasis on regular standardized testing will allow their off-
spring more fl exibility to move both locally and internationally for work or 
other opportunities. In contrast to focusing on individual needs (or perhaps 
concurrently), a multinational or global curriculum might assist with the 
transference of credentials and minimize cultural differences in schooling 
norms (Gehring 2001).  3   However, it is as yet unclear whether and how such 
curriculum changes could be developed or adequately resourced. As well, 
at present there is limited data available on how and if students with trans-
national ties would measurably benefi t from either more individualized or 
more standardized educational orientations. 

 3 METHODS AND STUDY PARTICIPANTS 

 Most existing research connecting transnationalism and education focuses 
on the perspectives of transnational parents and/or students; there has been 
minimal analysis of educators’ perceptions of the implications of transna-
tionalism on North American schooling. The relevant studies of educators 
that do exist focus primarily on the US and Mexico, examining the view-
points of teachers working with sojourner students. Such research often 
fi nds that students with transnational ties are invisible to teachers; once 
the existence of students with transnational ties is brought to their atten-
tion, in some cases teachers do express interest in supporting them, but are 
perplexed about and unsure how to achieve this purpose (Rendall and Torr 
2008). However, in other cases, educators both in the US and in the Global 
South are found to view the transnational experiences of students as an 
academic disadvantage. 
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184 Naomi Lightman

 In a case study in Georgia, Hamann (2001) fi nds that many local teachers 
complain about the lengthy absences of newcomer Latino students, particu-
larly around Christmas time when whole families return to Mexico. Zúñiga 
and Hamann (2009) fi nd that some Mexican teachers have misconcep-
tions about American schools, viewing them as overly technology-oriented, 
anonymous, and marked by antisocial behavior and confl icts. Such teachers 
claim that students with transnational ties are behind their native Mexican 
peers in language, as well as in Mexican history and geography, and that 
they do not understand local schooling norms. Reyes (2000) and Zavala 
(2000) similarly fi nd that Puerto Rican teachers misunderstand and reject 
students with transnational ties returning from the US mainland, whereas 
Goodman (2012) and White (1993) document the stereotyping and biases 
experienced by Japan’s  kikokushijo  or “returnee children.” 

 Goldstein (2003) provides a rare case study in a Toronto high school. She 
fi nds that immigrant students develop a form of linguistically based peer 
social capital to assist with their academic success (e.g., asking other stu-
dents who speak Cantonese to help with their homework). However, educa-
tors in the school do not support or sanction these actions, due to concerns 
about plagiarism and creating further linguistic divisions in the classroom. 

 For this chapter, the primary research occurred in spring 2011 and uti-
lized in-depth, qualitative, semistructured interviewing with four teachers in 
Toronto secondary schools, as the initial pilot phase of a larger study being 
conducted. Toronto was chosen as the location because it appears to have 
been relatively ignored in the scholarly literature exploring connections 
between transnationalism and education, despite experiencing rapid growth 
in the numbers of immigrants and visible minorities in recent decades (Ley 
2007; Reitz et al. 2009). Toronto will likely become a “majority-minority” 
city by 2017, and has higher percentages of poor refugees and South Asian 
and Middle Eastern immigrants than the rest of Canada. Toronto conse-
quently provides a context that is very unlike the well-heeled regions of 
the West Coast described in the majority of the existing relevant Canadian 
literature (Basu 2002; Ley 2007). 

 Robert and Ruth, two of the study participants, teach at elite single-sex pri-
vate schools in Toronto that have a growing number of immigrant and minor-
ity students. The other two interviews were with Jasmine and Andreia, teachers 
in public high schools with majority immigrant students, one in the west end of 
Toronto and one in the inner city. The study thus aimed to consider both ends 
of the socioeconomic continuum, as it was theorized that this differentiation 
would be essential to better understanding the phenomenon. All the teachers 
are Caucasian and three have long familial roots in Canada, whereas the fourth 
emigrated from Portugal to Canada as a child. The participants were chosen 
because they had an interest in the subject area, were available to meet during 
the allotted time period, and worked in schools with high levels of diversity 
and/or a rapidly increasing proportion of immigrant and visible minority stu-
dents. Each interview was transcribed and all participants were given a pseud-
onym to protect their identities and allow for openness in their responses. 
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Transnational Transformations of Schooling in Toronto, Canada 185

 Broadly, the research goal was to explore these teachers’ insights into the 
meaning of transnationalism in their schooling context and the responses 
of their schools to the transnational links among their students. From the 
data, three key themes emerge: strong emotional connections to countries of 
origin are related to concerns by educators about a perceived lack of “Cana-
dian” identity; extended absences from school to return “home” are viewed 
negatively within the schooling system; and teachers and schools are employ-
ing new strategies to adapt to the evolving student milieu, often outside the 
framework of multiculturalism. 

 Each of these themes suggests that teachers  are  aware of transnational con-
nections among their students (although they may not consider them through 
this specifi c term). As well, clear differences between the perspectives of the 
teachers in private schools as compared to those working in the public sys-
tem are evident, backing the supposition that transnationalism is not solely 
an elite phenomenon but, rather, manifests differently in different schooling 
contexts and is affected by economic privilege, among other factors. The 
private schools teachers interviewed have considerably more resources to 
draw upon within their classrooms to assist students who are new to Canada 
and emphasize that their students with transnational connections are usu-
ally very academically oriented. The public school teachers interviewed 
experience greater diffi culties in regards to extended absences by students 
who are returning to their place(s) of origin and have more concerns about 
these students’ lack of affi nity to and interest in the Canadian curriculum. 
Yet, whereas the data suggests that teachers perceive students’ transnational 
ties both positively and negatively, it is evident that teachers and schools 
are currently working to accommodate the divergent needs of students with 
transnational ties, both within and outside the multicultural framework. 
However, this certainly does not mean that the existing services or supports 
for such students are successful or that more are not needed. Whereas many 
of the themes explored in these interviews could be relevant to any immigrant 
student/teacher interaction, it is the combination of these themes that leads 
to new ideas about transnationality within Canadian schools. 

 4 THEMES IN THE DATA 

 Theme 1: Strong Emotional Connections to 
Countries of Origin by Students are Related 
to a Perceived Lack of “Canadian” Identity 

 Perhaps not surprisingly, all the teachers interviewed emphasized that many 
of their students with transnational ties sustain strong emotional connections 
to their/their parents’ place(s) of origin. Whereas the teachers viewed these 
connections mostly positively, there was some concern that they came at the 
expense of a unifi ed “Canadian” identity. The teachers felt that many of their 
students were more connected to issues in their home country or even in the 
US, as compared to specifi cally Canadian issues. Andreia, a teacher at an 
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186 Naomi Lightman

inner city public high school, emphasized that her students were not interested 
in Canadian politics, but, instead, used various communication technologies 
to stay up-to-date on issues of concern in their place(s)/region(s) of origin: 

 They’re not engaged with Canadian issues . . . They probably know when 
there’s an election, but they’re much more likely to hear if there was a 
huge accident or something. But most of them keep tabs on what goes on 
at home. They talk about it, and now with the internet it’s so easy [to stay 
in touch]. I have a student from Korea, her parents are there, and she tells 
me all about Korea and what’s going on there . . . I think it’s wonderful 
because in the past they would call on the telephone and that was really 
expensive . . . now they Skype, they email, they use social media. 

 Thus, despite her concerns about a lack of “Canadianness” among stu-
dents with transnational ties, Andreia stressed that, in her opinion, such stu-
dents’ international experiences and worldviews add richness to classroom 
conversations. She adds that, when possible, she incorporates these different 
perspectives and priorities into her assignments. 

 The private school teachers perceived their students with transnational 
ties as having a “postnational” identity; the students appear to have mini-
mal attachment to Canada, and instead see their future locations and loyal-
ties as being dictated by wherever the best school or work opportunities lie. 
Rather than being a safe haven, Canada is perceived as a jumping off point 
for these students’ future economic or social betterment. 

 Robert, who teaches at a private boys’ school, said that some of his stu-
dents have family who own property all over the world and that many of 
his students from the Middle East have family businesses that they expect 
to run when they are older. However, Robert gave the example of a student 
from Kazakhstan who has decided, much to chagrin of his family, to study 
fi lm in Toronto rather than return home to run his family business, demon-
strating that some students stay in Canada for professional opportunities 
and/or deviate from the expectations of their families back home. Ruth, 
who teaches at a private girls’ school, provided the example of some of her 
Korean students who say that they will return to Korea after fi nishing their 
schooling or perhaps go to America for university: 

 There’s a sense that [after high school] they’ll go back to Korea for a 
while or go to the States and then go to Korea. Sometimes when I ask 
them why [they plan to return], they’ll say they fi nd life in Canada a 
bit slow. Some of the Hong Kong girls say that too. Socially it is slow, 
business is too slow, opportunities are too slow. Some of them will say 
“Schooling in Canada, back to Korea for opportunities.” 

 However, this sense of geographical boundlessness was more the case for 
the students at the private schools, who likely have the fi nancial resources to 
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facilitate future school, work, or travel abroad. For public school teachers, 
there is a more obvious sense of traditional nationalism about the place(s) of 
origin permeating the student body. This nationalism sometimes manifests 
in gangs or fi ghts between students from different countries, while at other 
times the teachers say it is primarily evident in terms of support for different 
sports teams, such as cricket or soccer. It may be that this heightened nation-
alism is a case of “reactive ethnicity” (Portes and Rumbaut 2001, 148–149), 
occurring as a result of the hostile receiving context in their host society, but 
there may be other reasons as well. 

 Generally, all the teachers said that that many of their immigrant and 
minority students were strongly connected to their homeland(s) in an ongoing 
manner, and all of the teachers voiced concerns that this was somehow related 
to a lack of connectedness to Canada. Whereas to some degree the teachers did 
perceive it to be their role to engender a greater Canadian identity in the stu-
dent body, this dearth of “Canadianness” manifested itself differently in differ-
ent contexts and was impacted by students’ familial and economic resources. 

 Theme 2: Extended Absences from School to 
Return “Home” are Perceived Negatively 

 The most obvious behavioral enactment of transnationalism by students is 
ongoing or sustained travel to the place(s) of origin; however, it was notable 
that this was only a concern for the teachers in the public school system. For 
the teachers in the private system, students with transnational ties generally 
come from upper and middle-class families where educational attainment is 
highly stressed. These teachers assume that parents, especially because they are 
paying upward of $25,000 per year for each child’s education, do not sanction 
extended absences from school that might come at the expense of high grades. 

 However, for the teachers in the public system, extended absences from 
school by students who travel home is an ongoing reality, with the length of 
time away generally ranging from several weeks to several months during the 
school year. These teachers mentioned a variety of reasons for this, the most 
obvious being special occasions or visits to family members in the place(s) of 
origin who are sick. As well, they both said that some female students return 
home to get engaged or married locally, usually as arranged by their parent(s). 
Jasmine, a teacher in a public school with majority immigrant and Muslim 
students, mentioned that in some cases parents send their offspring home as 
a disciplinary tactic, to instill greater respect for Canadian education: 

 I’ve heard stories of parents at the school that send their kids back to 
Somalia to sort of smarten them up. Apparently they come back very 
obedient and ready to do whatever they need to do. I think they send 
them to the north part of Somalia, which is more stable, but it’s still very 
poor. So when they go and they see the differences, they realize how 
many opportunities they have here. 
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 In the cases where students were absent for extended periods, these teach-
ers saw it as something that often came at the detriment of their academic 
success. Andreia mentioned a student named Sam whose parents took him 
back to China for over a month and a half when school was in session, dur-
ing which time he missed taking the mandatory standardized literacy test 
required for all ninth grade students in the province. While before leaving for 
this trip Sam had been doing well at school, after the visit he was no longer 
passing the course. Andreia emphasized that, as a teacher, she had no choice 
but to follow her school’s rules about absences and, consequently, students 
who returned home for extended periods often suffer academically: 

 It becomes really problematic because these extended trips home are just 
like being absent. We used to excuse kids from all sorts of work when 
they were away, but this year, for example, when Sam went back to 
China and I approached the administration, and said “What do I do?” 
they said that the parents had the choice to take him back in the summer 
and instead they chose to take him back now, during school time. So he 
essentially got zeros on all the work that was missed. 

 Thus, rather than being educationally enriching or providing perspective 
on the benefi ts of Canadian schools, the teachers perceive extended trips 
home as impacting students educational attainment negatively. The teachers 
also feel constrained in their ability to help these students, due to the rules 
of their institution regarding student absences. However, this issue appears 
to be primarily of concern to educators within the public system. 

 Theme 3: Teachers and Schools are Employing New 
Strategies to Adapt to the Evolving Student Milieu, 
Often Outside of the Multicultural Framework 

 All the teachers interviewed feel that their schools are taking concrete 
actions to assist students with transnational ties, but gave limited examples. 
Whereas the teachers all spoke positively about multiculturalism as a fram-
ing pedagogical concept, none of them really emphasized how it was spe-
cifi cally valuable or relevant in creating new policies, curriculum, and/or 
support services for students with transnational ties. 

 In the private system, Robert and Ruth point to several ways that their 
schools are adapting to the students’ increasing transnational connections. 
Robert mentioned that his school hires tutors to teach literature courses in 
the students’ native languages for those who have problems with English. 
The school has offered literature in Korean, German, Farsi, and Manda-
rin, sometimes just for one student and other times for an entire class. 
However, hiring these tutors is a costly luxury that public schools often-
times cannot afford. As well, the students at Robert’s and Ruth’s schools 
all come with at least functional English. In cases where the students have 
very low English profi ciency, they are rejected from these schools, which 
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act as independent institutions, on the grounds that they cannot be prop-
erly supported there. 

 In the public system, Jasmine and Andreia feel that there are numerous 
supports for their students with transnational ties, such as community coun-
cils and homework clubs, and, for example, a Somali Youth Association that 
organizes basketball games. Jasmine mentioned a case where a student at 
her school returned home for an extended period to assist with a sick family 
member, but was able to utilize the schools co-op program (an unpaid intern-
ship program, meant to provide students with real-world work experience), 
so as to not lose all the credits he would have otherwise gained that semester: 

 In some cases the school can accommodate [transnational] students. 
One kid, he’s a very good student, but his family was going to Iraq 
because his grandmother is sick. Instead of losing the whole year, we 
transferred him to continuous intake co-op and he was able to get two 
credits by working in his uncle’s business there. 

 All the teachers interviewed thought that multiculturalism was something 
that was theoretically helpful for students with transnational ties, as it could 
facilitate them in sharing information about their ethnic heritage and ongo-
ing family connections, thereby allowing them to feel more comfortable 
about having more than one home or loyalty. However, both teachers in the 
public system felt that, in their schools, multiculturalism did not amount to 
much more than rhetoric, and that it was not helpful for day-to-day concerns. 
These teachers stressed that their students are so busy with other program-
ming that multiculturalism often gets swept to the wayside. Andreia, who has 
been teaching at her school for 23 years, said that there is simply not enough 
time, resources, or interest to sustain multicultural activities in her school: 

 When I fi rst came here we used to have Multicultural Night, when all 
the different ethnic groups would have a room and they would put on a 
show or whatever. But other things replaced this. It was overwhelming 
the amount of work that went into it and kids are so much busier now. 
There’s just not enough interest. 

 All the teachers interviewed think that the transnational connections of 
students have positive benefi ts that can be harnessed in the classroom set-
ting, either by enriching group discussions or incorporating these students’ 
ideas on how to diversify the curriculum. Some limited action toward this 
is being taken at their schools, but the teachers generally feel that more 
could be done. Whereas the resources available and student populations 
differ greatly in the public and private systems (and internally within each 
of these), none of the teachers interviewed provided any tangible example 
of how a multicultural framework is instrumental to assisting students with 
transnational ties. Rather, multiculturalism appears to be more something 
that teachers support at the level of theory. 
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 5 LIMITATIONS AND CONCLUSIONS 

 The interviews presented here provide the perspectives of four teachers on 
how the transnational connections of their students affect their professional 
practices and experiences in Toronto secondary schools. The different sub-
ject positions and socioeconomic backgrounds of their students resonate 
with Tannock’s (2010) notion of “global city education,” which describes 
an institution that is implicated in the creation and legitimization of inequal-
ities in education and in society more generally. Teachers (as well as students 
and parents) act as individual agents, working within the constraints of their 
institutional schooling context. 

 It must be acknowledged that teachers, while a product of their genera-
tion and the hiring practices of their institution, are not necessarily repre-
sentative of their schools. Teacher’s individual experiences and backgrounds 
contribute to their views on whether and how these students can or should 
be accommodated in the classroom. However, teachers do hold an impor-
tant intermediary (and possibly more objective) subject position between 
policymakers and administrators and students with transnational ties and 
their families/ communities. Thus, they have a valuable voice in analyses 
and critiques of the education system (Feuerverger 1998). 

 A goal of this research was to explore whether transnationalism, at least 
insofar as it is recognizable in a schooling context, is purely an elite phenom-
enon. The data demonstrates that socioeconomic class is an important com-
ponent of how transnationalism is perceived and performed within schools. 
Robert and Ruth, sharing their perspectives from teaching at private boys’ 
and girls’ schools, respectively, emphasized how many of their immigrant 
students are not focused on settlement and integration in Canada. Rather, 
they maintain a postnational outlook, and rely on familial and economic 
connections, as well as privileged educational commodities, to allow them 
future access to the best universities, jobs, and peer networks. 

 Private schools are partially made up of what Ritzer (2010) would defi ne 
as “tourists,” students who have come to Canada for education due to pref-
erence, with few or no barriers to their movement. At times in his interview, 
Robert referred to his students as “clients,” hinting at the customer-service 
dynamic inherent in selling education as a scarce commodity (Bruno-Jofre 
and Henley 2000; Davies, Aurini, and Quirke 2002). These teachers’ stu-
dents and their families seem to practice a form of strategic cosmopolitanism, 
“motivated not by ideals of national unity in diversity, but by understand-
ings of global competitiveness, and the necessity to strategically adapt as 
an individual to rapidly shifting personal and national contexts” (Mitchell 
2003, 388). 

 Jasmine’s and Andreia’s perspective from public high schools are quite 
different, but also highlight the importance of transnational connections 
among the student population. To these women, transnationalism is not an 
elite phenomenon; it is a daily reality for their immigrant students and their 
families who are emotionally and otherwise connected to their place(s) of 
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origin. While their schools are attempting to support immigrant students, 
through English as a Second Language classes, homework clubs, and co-op 
programs among other things, these teachers have much more limited time, 
resources, and social and economic capital at their disposal. Their students 
with transnational ties, rather than attaining a postnational orientation, 
appear to maintain strong nationalistic feelings to their places of origin, 
possibly due to social exclusion in the host society. 

 In public schools, there is limited or no ability to hire tutors to teach 
classes in different languages, no assumption that all the students will arrive 
well fed or with highly educated parents who stress academic achievements. 
The students generally do not have a sense that after high school is completed 
they can work or study anywhere in the world. In addition, these schools do 
not have the luxury of turning away students if they do not have a certain 
level of English-language profi ciency. Thus, in this schooling context, the 
resources and strategies utilized in the private system are simply not possible. 

 However, whereas relatively poorer students are less likely to have addi-
tional family homes and businesses in their place(s) of origin, many are still 
able to return home for extended periods, as well as engage in other forms of 
transnational activity, often through social media. Whereas the public school 
teachers view extended absences from schools to return home negatively, 
there remains a sense that in many ways their connections provide assets; the 
teachers see such students as enriching the classroom environment in discus-
sions of world issues and providing a broader range of perspectives and learn-
ing styles for assignments. Thus, overall, the data demonstrates that while the 
current curriculum largely does not incorporate ideas of transnationality, in 
Canadian schools, transnationalism is evident among a range of students. In 
these schools, transnationalism is not solely an elite phenomenon, but cer-
tainly is impacted by socioeconomic privilege, among other factors. 

 It appears that students with transnational ties are not invisible to teach-
ers, yet that sometimes teachers do not know how to assist these students. On 
occasion they have negative or stereotypical views about such students’ prior 
schooling experiences, but generally they view these connections as providing 
an added element of diversity within the classroom. As well, these teachers 
feel it is, at least partially, the role of the school and individual teachers to 
accommodate the potentially differing needs of students and families with 
transnational ties. 

 Future research in this area could focus on the perspectives of socioeco-
nomically diverse parents and students in Toronto who hold transnational 
ties, as well as educators, as the former could provide a range of fi rst-hand 
accounts of how and if schools are adapting to the transnational context, 
and whether they should. This would expand existing knowledge on what, 
if anything, ought to be done by Canadian schools at a policy level to 
address the needs of students with transnational ties or, conversely, to build 
on the strengths these ties provide. Ultimately, both individual teachers and 
schooling arrangements more broadly must be conceived of as critical and 
evolving forms of social support within the global migration system. 
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 Randolph Bourne, for his part, ended his 1916 polemic with a resound-
ing plea, writing “let us make something of this trans-national spirit instead 
of outlawing it” (Bourne 1916, 97). Almost a hundred years later, it appears 
that in some respects, immigrant-receiving societies such as Canada are 
embracing this transnational “spirit” in schools and beyond, whereas in 
other respects they are not recognizing it, or even actively opposing it. 

 NOTES 

  1 . The  sojourner student  likely experiences what Rutter (2006) terms  chaotic 
migrancy,  where young transnationals, characterized by irregular or time-
limited migration, have little or no contact with welfare agencies and pos-
sess minimal education or cultural capital. Writing in the European context, 
Rutter fi nds that chaotic migrancy is particularly prevalent in certain migrant 
communities, such as those employed in seasonal work or living in smaller 
towns in rural areas.  

  2 . Specifi c program details vary over time.  
  3 . According to Fox (1985), however, a purportedly “global” curriculum would 

run the risk of privileging Western culture and knowledge and/or the socio-
economic elite. 
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