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Introduction  

 

Problem statement 

In policy discourse it is often stated that migrant youth, due to their cultural background, lack 

the skills and competence to participate in the Dutch educational system (De Graaf & Van 

Zenderen, 2009:1484). De Graaf and Van Zenderen argue that migrant youth in particular are 

perceived as a ‘problematic group’, due to their high occurrence in the dropout figures - seen 

as ‘proof’ that integration is failing (2009:1472). Migrant youth, then, are portrayed as a ‘high-

risk group’ with ´undesirable behavior´ (as cited in Min. SZW, 2007 in De Graaf & Van 

Zenderen, 2009:1484). Today, they argue, the migrant is described in the media as someone 

who fails to meet the Dutch social and cultural norms and values and can therefore be held 

responsible for his own exclusion from society. 

 Despite this negative portrayal in the media, the levels of education and employment 

among migrants are in fact improving (CBS, 2008 in De Graaf & Van Zenderen, 2009:1471). This 

shows that migrants overall do not “fail” to navigate in a society that is considered culturally 

not to be “theirs”. Second generation migrant children, those who are born in the Netherlands 

but whose parents’ have immigrated to the Netherlands, are especially successful in learning 

to mediate and adjust their behavior as they grow up in a multi-ethnic society. Long, Volk and 

Gregory (2007:239), however, argue that studies on children from non-dominant cultures 

often focus on what these children are not able to do instead of what they can do. Hirschfeld 

(2002:615), meanwhile, mentions the lack of appreciation for children’s rich cultural 

competences, as well as ignorance of the wealth of cultural forms children create and sustain. 

  According to Devine (2008), Evergeti and Zantoni (2006) and Orellana et al. (2003) 

state that migrant children can be perceived as ‘bridges’ between their families and the 

community. “In doing so, they may find themselves positioned between contrasting social and 

cultural worlds – juxtaposing often competing definitions of appropriate forms of identity 

formation and presentation” (Devine, 2008:523). It is argued that regardless of background, 

children bring to school the cultural knowledge that exists in households and neighbourhoods 

(Moll et al., 1992; Vasquez et al., 1994 in Stanton-Salazar, 1997:13). Yet for many migrant 

children, Chan (2007:177) argues, the experience of schooling highlights the contrast between 

the home and the school. For instance, second and third generation migrant children in the 

Netherlands have to switch between their parents’ cultural background at home and the Dutch 

educational system in school.  
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  Migrant children thus navigate between different environments several times a day. 

Molinsky introduces the concept of ‘cross-cultural code-switching’, defined as “the act of 

purposely modifying one’s behavior in an interaction in a foreign setting in order to 

accommodate different cultural norms for appropriate behavior” (Molinsky 2007:624). He 

argues that this act of cultural code-switching is performed by individuals during cross-cultural 

interactions. Whereas Molinsky’s study focuses on the temporary cultural adaptation of an 

individual working in a foreign cultural context (for instance, Dutch business men working in a 

Chinese company), this research focuses on second and third generation migrant children. It is 

ambiguous to state that for these children the ‘Dutch’ culture is ‘foreign’, because they grow 

up in the Netherlands and not in their parents’ country of origin. 

  This thesis will not refer to distinct ‘cultures’; the different contexts migrant children 

navigate between will be referred to as ‘settings’. Settings are conceptualized as different 

places with distinctive rules for what is “appropriate” behavior and what is not. Throughout 

this thesis, then, I will refer to the concept of ‘cross-setting code-switching’ (coined by Sandra 

J.T.M. Evers1), instead of using Molinsky’s (2007) concept of ‘cross-cultural code-switching’. I 

reject the term ‘bi-cultural’, as it implies that migrant children navigate between only two 

rigidly-defined cultures. The reality is far more complex - they can, in fact, experience a dozen 

cultural contexts on a day-to-day basis. The common statement that migrant children would 

be living ‘in-between two cultures’ suggests that migrant children or adolescents exist in a sort 

of ‘no man’s land’ (Bartels, 2001:46) between the Dutch society and their (parents’) ethnic 

community. Migrant children do not live ‘in-between two cultures’ in the sense that they can 

position themselves in-between two cultures and can choose to either act in line with one or 

the other. Rather, as argued by Long, Volk and Gregory (2007:239), children draw upon 

knowledge from both cultures in every situation.  

 

Social relevance 

In the existing literature there is a strong emphasis on the relationship between the ‘quality’ of 

cultural adaptation, or ‘switching’ and children’s educational success. Stanton-Salazar, for 

example, argues that minority children and youth that are able to ‘decode the system’ 

(1997:13) – to understand the rules of social interaction in institutional life (school) - have 

more opportunities for long-term success. Similarly, Delpit (1998:25) claims that students who 

adapt better to the school ‘culture’ achieve higher school results. She also argues that the 

                                                           
1
 The concept of ‘cross-setting code-switching’ was coined by Sandra J.T.M. Evers on the basis of the 

empirical data provided in this thesis. 
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children who see their home culture reflected in the school culture - in her case, “white” 

middle-class American children - tend to do better in school than those with a different culture 

at home. A study by Crul and Doomernik (2003) on the educational status of second 

generation Turkish and Moroccan migrants in the Netherlands suggests that Moroccan 

migrants adapt more to the norms and values of Dutch society, and therefore achieve more 

prestigious education than their Turkish peers.  

 There are, however, other factors influencing migrants’ educational success. Crul and 

Schneider (2009:1517) state that the way education and the labour market are organized 

influences the possibilities for Turkish migrants to achieve high results. Molinsky similarly 

argues for “understanding the conditions under which code-switchers can achieve the benefits 

associated with cultural accommodation” (2007:633). This suggests that not only an 

individual’s potential, but also social factors influence the quality of code-switching, and the 

further outcomes an individual achieves. 

 

Scientific relevance 

Anthropological literature on childhood suggests that children should take a central position in 

research. Conceptually, children - like adults - should be perceived as social agents, as capable 

of negotiating their lives. Hirschfeld (2002) argues that child-oriented research is seriously 

underrepresented in the literature. Children, he says, cannot be ignored in anthropological 

research, for two reasons: firstly, the contribution children make to cultural reproduction, and 

secondly, the role they play in shaping adult culture (2002:611). However, Evers, Notermans 

and Van Ommering (2011:6) argue that ‘child-oriented’ research involves more than simply the 

inclusion of children in research. Adapting existing (adult) approaches towards more creative, 

visual and playful methods is necessary to meet children’s cognition, vocabulary and attention 

span (Punch, 2002:324 in Evers et al., 2011:9). 

  Secondly, literature on code-switching remains limited. Although there has been 

research on code-switching in the field of cross-cultural psychology, this has tended to focus 

on the cognitive side of code-switching. Little anthropological research has been carried out 

into code-switching. In particular, there is a lack of literature on code-switching practices in 

relation to migrant children. 

 

Personal motivation 

As a theatre teacher I have worked in diverse multi-ethnic neighbourhoods in Utrecht and 

Amsterdam, and interacting with children in these neighbourhoods has led me to wonder how 
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migrant children deal with different expectations and places in their daily lives. While reading 

the anthropological literature on children, I recognized that qualitative research on migrant 

children and code-switching practices was scarce. This encouraged me to do fieldwork in the 

place where I currently live and work: Amsterdam New-West, focusing on migrant children in a 

neighbourhood in the East of the area named Slotermeer. My theatrical background was a 

helpful ‘asset’ to get in contact with the children in this neighbourhood; being able to offer 

theatre workshops helped me gain access to the school and the community center. Also, it 

enabled me to use creative methods suitable for working with children. I adapted existing 

methods from the literature on research with children, such as Theatre Elicitation, a concept 

that was coined by Dr. Sandra J.T.M. Evers and developed in the master thesis of Simone 

Roerig. Theatre Elicitation, like Photo and Drawing Elicitation, extracts children’s perceptions 

regarding a specific topic through theatre (Roerig, 2011). Working with the children in a ‘Kids 

Club’ (Van der Brug, 2011:44), a weekly children’s focus group, inspired me to also develop 

some new methods myself. 

   

Limitations 

Culture cannot be understood without taking into account the cognitive skills and 

psychological processes that make cultural learning possible in the first place. Hirschfeld 

argues that the ‘cognitive architecture’ (1996; 1997 in Hirschfeld, 2002:616) of children, or the 

domain-specific programs for the development of the mind, enables cultural learning. 

“Without the singular architecture of children’s minds”, he opines, “culture would be 

impossible” (Hirschfeld 2002:616). The question, however, is whether understanding of the 

human psychological and neurological processes are a condition for anthropological inquiry. I 

believe that anthropology can exist independently of the field of psychology, yet I also believe 

that both disciplines are intertwined and should preferably be used in combination.  Given the 

scope and brevity of this master’s research, however, I will stay within the field of 

anthropology and accept its limitations. This means I will only examine code-switching 

behavior that is consciously performed, as I will rely on children’s perceptions and 

interpretations of code-switching behavior in their daily lives. Another restriction to my 

research is that I will focus my research on migrant children in Amsterdam New-West. These 

children, or their parents, will mainly have a Turkish or Moroccan background, living in a 

disadvantaged area in Amsterdam. I will therefore be unable to generalize my findings to other 

migrant and/or socio-economic groups. 
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Research aims 

This research has several primary aims that have determined its content. Firstly, by examining 

the individual interactions migrant children perform in their daily lives I hope to provide a 

better understanding of migrant children’s (cultural) competences. By perceiving migrant 

children as ‘social actors’ (Evers et al., 2011:6) - as argued by many researchers in the 

anthropology of children and youth and childhood studies - that are capable of consciously 

adapting their behavior, a new discourse arises of how these children are not the victims of 

living ‘in between two cultures’, but ‘professionals’ in the constant adaptation processes that 

are required when growing up in culturally diverse settings. Secondly, I hope to contribute to 

the growing body of child-oriented methods, in particular by reflecting on the method of 

Theatre Elicitation that I will implement as a way to collect data during fieldwork. I hope to 

contribute to the development and assessment of this method and thereby to the 

development of child-oriented research in general. 

 

Outline 

In this thesis the empirical findings on migrant children’s code-switching practices will be 

presented. The thesis will build upon the research question: 

How do migrant children in Amsterdam New-West (Slotermeer) code-switch to mediate 

between different settings in their daily lives?  

I will start by introducing the regional background of the research, followed up by a definition 

of ‘migrant children’ and some background information on my child-informants. In the second 

chapter the methodological framework and research methods will elaborately be discussed. 

The sub-questions that will be answered in this research are: 

1. What different ‘settings’ (e.g. home, school, etc.) do migrant children navigate between? 

2. How and why do migrant children practice ‘cross-setting code-switching’? 

3. What are the personal and social variables influencing ‘cross-setting code-switching’? 

 

The third, fourth and fifth chapters contain the empirical findings in relation to the literature. 

In the third chapter the settings and the differences between the settings will be discussed. In 

the fourth chapter, I describe why ‘cross-setting code-switching’ is performed and how it is 

practiced by migrant children. In the fifth chapter, I will discuss the personal and social 

variables influencing ‘cross-setting code-switching’. In the last chapter, a conclusion will be 

presented and suggestions are made for future research. 
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Chapter 1. Research Area and Participants 

 

1.1 Amsterdam New-West 

Amsterdam New-West has nine neighbourhoods: Slotermeer West, Slotermeer Oost, 

Geuzenveld, Slotervaart, Osdorp West, Nieuw-West Midden, Slotervaart Noord, Slotervaart 

Zuid, De Aker and Sloten en Nieuw Sloten. The Kolenkit area – the area where I live – officially 

belongs to the district of Amsterdam-West, but is only separated by a railway track from 

Slotermeer Oost. Kolenkit and Slotermeer Oost are two separate neighbourhoods but have 

many similarities. I chose to focus mainly on Slotermeer in my field research. 

 

The nine neighbourhoods of Amsterdam New-West
2
 

 

History 

The Kolenkit area was established in 1956 around a small church with a tower in the shape of a 

coal-scuttle (‘kolenkit’). In the 1950s the city expanded with the development of areas such as 

Slotermeer, that were built as part of the Westerlijke Tuinsteden. The idea was to build cheap 

family dwellings with lots of green spaces for the working class from the city centre. In the past 

twenty years, the composition of the population in Amsterdam New-West has changed 

dramatically. Many of the families who had been living in the area since the 1950s and 1960s 

                                                           
2
 Map retrieved from www.nieuwwest.amsterdam.nl  
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have moved elsewhere. In the 1960s – 1970s, during a period of labour migration, the houses 

became increasingly occupied by immigrants; the largest immigrant groups being from Turkish 

and Moroccan descent (Van Gemert, 2002:57).  

 

Stigmatization  

In the media, residents of these areas are often portrayed as ‘victims’, reinforcing the 

marginalized position of migrants in Dutch society. In 2009, the Kolenkit area was labeled 

‘”worst” Vogelaarwijk’ (an area thought to be poor, unsafe, etc.), due to high crime rates and 

the poor socio-economic status of the majority of the residents. Slotermeer was also on the list 

of forty ‘Vogelaarwijken’. Since 2004 an integrative renewal process has been taking place in 

Kolenkit; old blocks are renovated or demolished and new, larger and more varied houses are 

being built. Most housing blocks, however, are still in poor condition, with many renewals 

having been postponed due to the financial crisis (Donkers, 2012).  

  This stigmatization, however, has also led to some positive changes within a short 

period of time. Through ‘Vogelaar-funding’ many nongovernmental organizations (NGO’s) 

have emerged in the area (Donkers, 2012). Through measures such as street prevention teams, 

crime rates have decreased since 2008 (although unfortunately, many residents still say that 

they feel unsafe in the neighbourhood) (Veiligheidsindex, 2012). Extra funding has also led to 

many artists taking a residency in the neighbourhood to develop community arts projects. 

These cultural interventions aim at enhancing residents’ feeling of being ‘at home’ in the so 

called ‘krachtwijken’ (Trienekens et al., 2011). 

  Employees of NGOs in Slotermeer claim that its migrant residents do not have any 

contact with “native” Dutch people. “I want to integrate, but with whom?” is a much quoted 

phrase, highlighting the need for integration projects (and funds). These NGOs argue that 

many migrant residents want to connect with Dutch people, but do not know how to.  In my 

experience, however, many migrant residents in Slotermeer do have contact with Dutch 

people, albeit perhaps not in the private sphere. There is, for example, a group of teachers and 

social workers entering the neighbourhood every day, often coming from the “white” 

neighbourhoods of Amsterdam. Besides, the residents working inside (e.g. shopkeepers) and 

outside the neighbourhood have regular contact with various people.  
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Arts projects and performances in Kolenkit (in the background the Kolenkit church)
3 

 

Population 

Amsterdam-West is often named the “capital” of the Dutch-Moroccans (Crul & Doomernik, 

2003:1042). In Slotermeer, almost six out of ten people (59%) are of non-Western origin, and a 

large percentage of these are of Moroccan or Turkish descent. Compared to other districts in 

Amsterdam, there is a relatively high number of households with children in Slotermeer, and 

the proportion of young people (0-19 years) is above average. More than three quarters (78%) 

of the young people are from non-Western origin, compared to only 16% of elderly (65+) 

people (Van der Oord et al., 2010:5). In the Kolenkit neighbourhood where I live, almost 80 

percent of the residents have a migrant background (Gemeente Amsterdam, 2012). This high 

percentage, however, appears to be shifting; today many students, such as myself, are 

temporarily occupying houses that are being emptied for demolition. 

  The Slotermeer-Geuzeveld district had 40,670 inhabitants on January 1, 2009. The 

average income of households increased by 10% between 2007 and 2009, but remains the 

lowest in Amsterdam. In Amsterdam, the average purchasing power per household in 2006 

was 21,200 euro’s, slightly lower than the Dutch average (€ 21,600). The purchasing power 

income in Geuzenveld-Slotermeer lies with € 16,900 far below average. Both the proportion of 

welfare clients and households on a low income are higher in the district compared to the 

urban average. Between 2008 and 2009, unemployment remained about the same in 

Amsterdam, in this district it has increased from 9.4% to 11.3%. A large proportion of children 

                                                           
3
 Pictures by the author unless indicated otherwise 
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in Slotermeer grow up in poverty; in both 2008 and 2009, 36% of the young people in 

Slotermeer-Geuzenveld belongs to a low income household (Van der Oord et al., 2010:5). 

 

Personal interest in the area 

Last August I moved from the East of Amsterdam to the Kolenkit neighbourhood in West. One 

of the reasons I decided to move to this neighbourhood was because I wanted to participate in 

a project aiming at improving integration between the Moroccan and Turkish immigrants and 

Dutch students (Project VoorUit). Through the project students get temporary housing for free, 

and in return are expected to organize and implement activities like Dutch language classes, 

homework groups for pupils in primary schools, and creative activities like music clubs and 

theatre workshops for children. During an introductory meeting, many students explained that 

they felt they should offer the children an insight into their own way of life, so as to promote 

“Dutch norms and values” as an alternative style of life to the Moroccan or Turkish culture 

they believed to be practiced in the children’s homes. Working with the children made me 

wonder if it is really as simple as being ‘Dutch’ versus being ‘Turkish’ or ‘Moroccan’. This, in 

combination with my interest in doing research with children, made me decide to conduct my 

master’s research in Amsterdam New-West. 

 

1.2 Research Participants 

1.2.1 Defining ‘children’  

According to Dutch legislation and UNICEF, children are defined as any person under the age of 

18. Anthropologists studying children and youth often take a relativistic stance towards this 

fixed definition of childhood. They argue that the concept of childhood is interpreted 

differently in different cultures as well as changing over time (Evers et al., 2011:4). Bucholtz 

argues that the definition of youth “may be based on one’s social circumstances rather than 

chronological age or cultural position” (2002:526). She argues that even within a culture, the 

category of youth is contextual. This means a person can count as youth in one context, but is 

not included in this category in another. According to Hirschfeld (2002) there is a distinction 

between children and youth (adolescence). He states that youth and adolescence are “an age 

that by definition is at the borders of childhood” (Hirschfeld 2002:612). In relation to culture, 

he argues that children do the mere part of cultural learning, whereas in adolescence the 
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culturally specific ways of creating meaning and modes of behavior have already developed 

(2002:612). 

 

1.2.2 Second and third generation migrant children  

Second or third generation migrant children are born in the “host” country but have parents or 

grandparents (or just one of them) that were born outside of the particular country. In most 

cases, their parents or grandparents came to the host country as a labour migrant, refugee or 

otherwise. In the Netherlands there are four main migrant groups: Moroccans, Turks, 

Surinamese and Antilleans (De Graaf & Van Zenderen, 2009:1472), and many smaller 

immigrant groups from Africa, Eastern Europe and Asia. Migrant children in the Netherlands 

are also known as ‘hyphenated’ Dutch (e.g. Dutch-Turkish or Dutch-Moroccan), influenced by a 

distinct ethnic/racial history as well as a personal history grounded in ‘mainstream’ 

experiences (Sundar, 2008:253). 

 

1.2.3 Migrant children and Education 

Research on the school careers of children from disadvantaged backgrounds has found that 

children with a Non-Western background leave primary school with few skills in mathematics 

and Dutch language (Crul & Doomernik, 2003:1049). Between the different ethnic groups in 

the Netherlands there are large differences in level of education. The level among pupils from 

a Turkish or Moroccan background is often below that of Surinamese and Antillean children. 

None of these groups, though, can compete with Dutch children at a similar age (Beekhoven et 

al., 2008:3). It is important to emphasize, however, that the educational achievement of 

children cannot be attributed to the ethnic background of their parents. Instead, there are 

several factors affecting the educational attainment of migrant children; qualification structure 

(CITO), the existence of segregated neighbourhoods, discrimination and parental socio-

economic status (Crul & Doomernik, 2003:1049). Parental socioeconomic status in particular 

appears to be a crucial explanatory factor for the weak educational achievement of second 

generation migrants in comparison to “native” Dutch children (Crul & Doomernik 2003:1049). 
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1.2.4 Migrant children in Slotermeer 

I decided to focus my research on migrant children between the age of ten and twelve. 

According to the statistics, Slotermeer has a relatively high number of residents aged between 

zero and nineteen (27% compared to 21% in Amsterdam). Almost eighty percent of the young 

people in Slotermeer have a non-Dutch background, mostly from Turkish or Moroccan descent 

(Van der Oord et al., 2010:5). Still, this means that one fifth of the children in Slotermeer is 

“native” Dutch. However, the primary schools I visited have none or only a few Dutch pupils. 

Also, in the community center I volunteered in, I only once had a Dutch girl in an activity. The 

“white” pupils, states Trudy van den Berg, head of a primary school, often do not go to school 

in their own neighbourhood, but travel further to schools in “whiter” Amsterdam West 

(Donkers, 2012). 

  I have to say that since I’ve been working here [ten years], I have never had a child in my class  

  who is 100 percent Dutch.
4
 

         (teacher, 15-03-2013) 

Children in Geuzenveld-Slotermeer score on average low on the CITO test5. On average, 

students have the lowest CITO score of the city (533, 537.1 is average). There are ten primary 

schools in Geuzenveld-Slotermeer. The inspection established a list of primary schools that are 

labeled as ‘weak’; a very weak school is defined as a school with insufficient educational 

outcomes. In 2009-2010, Geuzenveld-Slotermeer had three weak primary schools (Van der 

Oord et al., 2010:6). 

  

                                                           
4
 All excerpts and quotations that were originally in Dutch are translated by the author. 

5
 The CITO test is a test in the last grade of primary school. The maximum number of points that 

students can achieve is 550, the lowest score is 501. 
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Chapter 2. Methodology 

 

2.1 ‘Child-oriented’ research 

The perception of children as active research participants is a new trend within the social 

sciences that moves away from the conventional ‘standard interview’ (Bagnoli, 2009:548) with 

children. According to Evers, Notermans and Van Ommering children should be perceived as 

‘social actors’ (2011:6) and ‘active interpreters of culture’ (2011:3). Hirschfeld argues for 

including children as active ‘cultural actors’ (2002:616) rather than passive subjects of cultural 

reproduction. Long, Volk and Gregory view children as ‘active, intentional learners and 

teachers’ (2007:240) who are capable of engaging in their own learning processes as well as in 

expert roles to teach one another.  

  Child-oriented researchers argue that children are the best source of information 

about their own situation, and that information should therefore be collected from children 

themselves. Child-oriented research, then, should be “research with children, as opposed to 

research on or about children” (Evers et al., 2011:6), meaning that children are not observed or 

interviewed passively, but actively involved in research processes. Yet, there are different 

opinions on the way such a participatory approach can or should be realized. Some scholars, 

such as Christensen, argue that children must be seen as ‘fellow human beings’ (2004:165) and 

should therefore, as ‘co-researchers’, have a leading role within the research and also be 

allowed to change research agendas. Other authors, meanwhile, argue that existing 

participatory ‘adult’ methods are sufficient to be used with children. Whilst arguing that 

‘special child-friendly methods’ (Evers et al., 2011:6) are not necessarily needed for research 

with children, Evers et al. suggest the adaptation of existing methods to meet children’s 

(limited) vocabulary and relatively short attention span (Punch, 2002: 324 in Evers et al., 

2011:9). They argue that verbal or textual methods can be challenging to (young) children 

because they may lack the verbal capacity to express themselves. Therefore, non-verbal or 

visual methods such as drawing may be better suited to research with young children 

(Mitchell, 2006 in Evers et al., 2011:10).  

  

 

  

Child-oriented research Participatory drawing methods 
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2.2 Reflexivity 

Role-seeking: the ‘researcher-teacher’ 

I adopted a child-oriented perspective in my research without aiming at a fully participatory 

approach. I had several reasons for this. Firstly, I believe the idea that children can be full co-

researchers is a naïve one, since children are still part of a research project designed by adults. 

Secondly, adopting a ‘participatory’ approach suggests that researchers can overcome the 

differences between children and adults. Hunleth (2011) calls for investigation into what ‘child-

oriented’ research actually accomplishes for adults. In her article ‘Beyond on or with’, she 

claims child-oriented methods accomplish as much for adults as for children (2011:91). Holt 

(2010:14), meanwhile, argues that adult researchers may never completely understand 

children’s voices, yet states that being conscious of the potentially unequal power relationship 

between adult and child prevents the researcher from reproducing a hierarchical dynamic. 

 A principal concern in research with children is the power relationship between adult 

and child. During my first contact with children in Slotermeer I noticed that the children saw 

me as a ‘teacher’, even when we were not in an educational environment. In the relation 

between child and teacher the child expects the teacher to take a leading role. Although I did 

not want to be interacting with the children hierarchically, I also did not want to ignore the 

‘teacher’ role the children ascribed to me. Structure and predictability give children a sense of 

safety which I believe is a condition for good and expressive (meaning: the children are not shy 

when they act) theatre and open discussions. I therefore decided to take the role of the 

leading ‘researcher-teacher’, while encouraging the children to bring their own ideas into the 

research program. 

 

Fixed and subjective positions 

In fieldwork, ‘fixed positions’ are unchangeable facts that cannot change during the research 

process, whilst ‘subjective positions’ are personal experiences that can (and will) be changed 

during the period of fieldwork (Sunstein & Chiseri-Strater, 2007:131-132). In considering my 

own fixed positions, such as my cultural and social background, I think this definitely 

influenced my research. I am a “white”, non-religious, student/young woman. I grew up in a 

commune in Amersfoort where there was only one girl from of Moroccan descent at my 

primary school, and only a few from other countries at my secondary school. The differences 

between myself and my research participants are obvious. My informants were children whose 
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(grand)parents come from mainly Morocco or Turkey, living in a disadvantaged area in 

Amsterdam, dealing with at least two different languages in their daily lives, and probably 

brought up with Islam. The risk is – considering my “white” background – that I may have 

perceived my informants as too ‘exotic’ or ‘foreign’. However, I hoped that during my 

fieldwork, working with migrant children would become so familiar that I work with them as I 

would with any other children’s group. 

  My choice to use creative methods such as Theatre Elicitation to extract children’s 

perceptions of belonging is based on personal belief. In line with what some authors describe 

as empowerment through art (Matarasso, 1997) I believe there is personal and social value in 

participating in theatre. My motivation to become a theatre teacher stems from my belief that 

people will benefit from being encouraged to express themselves through arts. My personal 

stance as a drama teacher is that stimulating creativity, cooperation and self-expression 

enhances psychosocial development – especially in the case of children. Although a lot has 

been claimed by arts practitioners on the internal value of participation in art, I have 

nonetheless always been critically reflective on my work. 

 

A “non-native” in my own neighbourhood 

 

Diary fragment - January 9, 2013 

I continued cycling to Plein ‘40- ’45 (could no one think of a more hopeful name?) where the market is,  

thinking of the children living in these flats that are soon going to be demolished. (…) I stopped and 

parked my bicycle in front of the Hema. The Hema cafeteria was full of mothers and their toddlers, the 

mothers were drinking coffee. Women like me (without a headscarf) are rare in this place. I felt like being 

in an exotic place, while being in my own neighbourhood in Amsterdam New-West. 

 

There are two preconceptions about doing research in your own country. The first is that it 

would be ‘the easy option’. Indeed, I did not have to spend hours at a foreign embassy to 

obtain a visa, or overcome my fear of needles to be protected against all kinds of tropical 

diseases. Instead, I could just take my bike and be ‘in the field’ in five minutes. But easy? - I 

have been unsure of that recently.  

  I conducted research in a place that was in many ways different from the place where I 

grew up. In Amsterdam New-West, my fieldwork site, the majority of the people have a non-

Dutch background (no “white” suburb), people speak middle-eastern languages (no ‘ABN’), the 
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housing is apartments only (no single family dwellings) and oriental foods and drinks are being 

sold in the grocery stores. In essence, the feeling I had while walking through my fieldwork 

area was similar to my travels in Africa or South America. I felt like a stranger in an unknown 

world. This is my city, but clearly, I am not familiar with it.  

The second preconception is that it is difficult for an anthropologist to look at their 

‘own’ culture. The ‘normal’ would be ‘too normal’, and they cannot ‘see’ things anymore. The 

methodological problems of doing research while being a “native” are discussed extensively in 

anthropological literature. This argument, however, does not account for the fact that within a 

country – or even within a city - cultural variation can be so diverse that a researcher can feel 

more familiar with people on another continent than with their own neighbours. At least this 

applied to me. I too had to deal with a lot of cultural and language barriers, and access to the 

children, teachers and social workers in this neighbourhood was not always easy. 

 

2.3 Setting up a Kids Club 

A ‘Kids Club’ is a children’s focus group that meets on a regular basis to discuss topics related 

to the research questions, whilst at the same time aiming to provide ‘fun’ through games and 

creative exercises that are offered to the children. The idea of doing a ‘Kids Club’ was taken 

from research by Mienke van der Brug (2011:50) on AIDS orphans in Namibia, where she 

argues that the method allows children to talk about sensitive topics in a safe and comfortable 

environment. Because most children enjoy drawing, for example, it gives them the opportunity 

to express themselves in a non-verbal way. In her research, the Kids Club consisted of the 

discussion of drawings individually as well as in a group, providing insights into how children 

experience being an AIDS orphan. 

 

2.3.1 Child-participants 

Although the definition of childhood is flexible in the field of anthropology, I set the age limit 

for the Kids Club at the age of 12; the last class of primary school. Considering children’s 

developmental stages, I decided to focus on children between the age of nine and twelve years 

old. An age group under the age of nine, I thought, would be more difficult to work with as the 

ability to present in front of an audience and to be reflexive (in theatre work) is not yet fully 

developed (De Nooij, 2004:58). I aimed at working with a minimum of five and maximum of 

eight children. A small number of children does not provide enough input for there to be a 
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lively discussion with a variety of opinions and perspectives, whilst a group with more than 

eight children brings with it the danger of a very chaotic group dynamic where it would be 

difficult to work in a concentrated manner. In principle I decided to allow all children to the 

Kids Club who fell within that age category; no matter their age, ethnic background and/or 

gender. I would, however, have considered starting a second Kids Club with different 

participants if: 1) all children were of similar gender (boys/girls), or, 2) all children had a similar 

ethnic background (e.g. Turkish/Moroccan). This would enable me to make comparisons 

between the two different groups. 

  I organized nine Kids Club sessions from January to March, which was one less than I 

had planned. For the first Kids Club I had planned, no children arrived – it was snowing heavily 

– making me very worried about how I would ever be able to collect enough material. The next 

week, after some extra promotion, eight children appeared. Eventually, I had ten different 

children participating, but the core group contained six children (present five times or more). 

Of this core group of six children there were four girls and two boys between ten and twelve 

years old. All of them were second generation migrant children; half of them had a Turkish 

background and half a Moroccan background (see Appendix I: Table Data for information on 

all participants). Because the group was differentiated enough in gender as well as in parental 

ethnic background, I decided not to start a second Kids Club. 

 

    

  Flyer to promote the Kids Club                                   Community center Jacob Frankhof, window view 
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2.3.2 Access and Promotion 

The ‘Kids Club’ took place in the community center Jacob Frankhof in Slotermeer, which is near 

to the Slootermeerschool. As a volunteer of Project VoorUit, I could use this space for free. I 

was allowed to promote my Kids Club at this primary school through a short presentation 

during school hours in January.  I also promoted it in the different community centers in the 

neighbourhood where children regularly attend activities. In the promotional flyer the 

research was not explained; I was afraid that too many words would stop the children from 

reading it. I also thought that it would be better to explain the research and its content in the 

first Kids Club because then the children would be able to ask questions. 

 

The first Kids Club, dialogue from “the field”: 

  At the start of the first Kids Club all children are sitting in a circle… 

Researcher:  Okay, I'm doing research on children in Amsterdam New West, and you’re all 

children from Amsterdam New West, so what I am doing today is part of my 

research. 

  Namira
6
:  Miss, what do you get from your boss or something? 

  Researcher: Hopefully my diploma. (laughing) 

  Namira:   Oh... A real one?  

         (Kids Club, 28-1-2013) 

2.3.3 Ethics and Consent 

As a researcher, I have the responsibility to inform my participants of what will happen during 

the research process (Neuman, 2012:126). In research with children, this means explaining to 

them as much as they can understand. In the first Kids Club I started explaining the content of 

my research to my participants. This was not always easy, though, as some children seemed to 

be bothered with other topics. While I was explaining what ‘anthropology’ means, a boy was 

making jokes about a ‘sex shop’ (28-1-2013). I thus immediately had to switch from a 

'researcher’ to a ‘teacher’ approach if I wanted to make sure all children would understand the 

purpose of the research.  

                                                           
6
 All names are made anonymous 
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 As Holt (2004) argues, research with children faces many ethical challenges. An 

important ethical issue in the social sciences is the ‘power relation’ between the researcher 

and the participants (2004:14). A fundamental ethical principle is that of ‘informed consent’, 

the agreement by participants stating that they are willing to participate (Neuman, 2012:130). 

I wanted the children to be fully aware of the consequences of signing the consent papers that 

I gave out at the end of the club, so the children were given two handouts (one for their 

parents and one for themselves) to be able to re-read the information at home. The children 

were requested to sign an informed consent stating that they were willing to participate in my 

research, and intended to attend the Kids Club on a weekly basis, thereby giving me 

permission to use their data in my research (see Appendix II: Consent Children). The parents 

received a form stating that they gave their children permission to participate (Appendix III: 

Consent Parents). Also, both the children and the parents had to state whether or not they 

allowed me to photograph or videotape during the Kids Club. All children allowed me to take 

photos and videos except one; all forms were signed and returned the next week. I guaranteed 

the privacy of my participants, both children and key informants, by stating that I would not 

publish any pictures or videos without their permission, and make their names anonymous by 

replacing them with fictitious names. 

 

2.4 Research methods 

2.4.1 ‘Kids Club’ methods 

At each Kids Club session I used a range of creative participatory methods. Most of the 

methods functioned as a tool to provoke group discussions on specific topics. These 

discussions were recorded and later transcribed, forming the most important data of my 

research. In selecting child-oriented methods to use in my fieldwork, I relied primarily on the 

books by Christensen and James (2000) and Evers et al. (2011). In rare cases, I was able to 

extract a method and use it directly without any adjustments. In most cases, I modified the 

methods to link it to the research topics. In some cases, I developed my own methods based 

on my earlier experiences as a theatre teacher (in Appendix V: Overview Kids Club Methods I 

provide a complete overview of the methods I implemented in the Kids Club, including sources 

and further explanations). 

  I grouped the Kids Club methods into four method types: Theatre Elicitation, Drawing 

Elicitation, Text Elicitation and Discussion methods. The exercises that did not aim at gathering 
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data for my research are not included in these sections. For example, I always started with a 

warm-up to increase the children’s concentration, and in-between two discussions I gave the 

children the opportunity to release their energy through a game (‘Simon says’ was very 

popular). Also, some exercises aimed at enhancing the theatrical skills of the children. For 

instance, I taught the children to express themselves in front of an audience through a game 

named ‘Who, What, Where’. This prepared the children for the next exercises so they did not 

need to understand everything at once. This overview, then, is purely a selection of the 

methods clearly related to the research questions: 

Type Theatre 

Elicitation 

Drawing 

Elicitation 

Discussion methods 

 

Text Elicitation 

Methods Living Statues 

Scenes of Places 

Scenes of 

Situations 

Collage 

Drawing Places 

Family Trees 

Drawing Culture 

The Pots and Beans activity 

Red and Green Cards 

Statement Game 

Showing specific videos as 

a ‘stimulus’  for a 

discussion 

 

I like… I don’t like… 

Emotion Masks 

 

Theatre Elicitation 

Theatre Elicitation, a method recently developed by Dr. S.J.T.M. Evers and Masters student 

Simone Roerig, uses theatre as a means of extracting people’s personal experiences regarding 

a specific topic. In her VU Master’s thesis Roerig (2011) examined the use of Theatre Elicitation 

as a method of eliciting children’s understandings of ‘happiness’. Roerig worked with children 

in after-school care in Amsterdam and Almere, gathering ‘happiness-data’ through various 

drama exercises and discussions with the children. She argues, however, that Theatre 

Elicitation should preferably be used not as a single method, but in addition to other child-

oriented methods (2011:46). I have therefore decided to combine it with other methods such 

as Drawing Elicitation and discussions methods. 

   I used Theatre Elicitation to elicit the children’s perspectives on code-switching 

behavior through drama. By giving theatre exercises on a certain issue (e.g. ‘Make a scene 

about how you tell your teacher/parents/friends that you fell in love with someone’), I 

observed what behavior the children consider is “appropriate” to which setting, how they 

negotiate their behavior, and what skills they use during the act of code-switching. According 
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to Long et al., ‘sociodramatic play’ (2007:240) is a very important space for migrant children, as 

through play they can learn to draw on multiple schemas when co-creating learning 

opportunities with their peers. In play situations, children ‘blend’ their cultural and linguistic 

knowledge from various contexts, while at the same time practicing it. Interestingly, theatre 

can also be used as a tool to extract how you should not behave in a certain setting. Because 

theatre is a form of play, children can deviate from the cultural norms without feeling the 

social consequences as they would in daily life. 

  As argued by Holt, those who conduct research among children must face the ethical 

challenge of ‘unequal power relationships’ (2010:14) between adult and child. Roerig, 

however, argues that the ‘interactive group dynamics’ (2011:44) in Theatre Elicitation actually 

serve to balance this discrepancy of power, since child to child contact plays a very important 

role in theatre exercises. To minimize the chance of misinterpreting children’s theatre work in 

the Kids Club, theatre exercises were always followed by discussions. First, I reflected on the 

theatre exercises generally by asking: ‘What did you notice? How did it make you feel? What 

did you see? What did you/ didn’t you like?’ In this way, the children first had the chance to 

give open answers. Secondly, I asked questions following from their performances in the 

theatre exercises. ‘What did you mean by…? Why did you choose to do…? How did you do 

this?’ This gave me an insight into their beliefs, attitudes and feelings towards the switching-

behavior that they showed on stage. Thirdly, I asked them to come up with examples from 

their daily lives: ‘Can you mention a situation that you experienced that was similar to what we 

just saw on stage? How was it similar? How was it different?’ Through these questions I 

explored the relationship between what they performed during the Kids Club and their life 

outside of the community center. 

 

 

Theatre Elicitation: making masks (4-3-2013) 

 



[23] 
 

Drawing Elicitation 

It is argued that nonverbal, arts-based methods should be central in child-oriented research to 

explore children’s own ways of giving meaning to the world. Although the use of drawing 

methods is often used based on the assumption that participants find it difficult to express 

themselves verbally, Bagnoli argues that visual methods should be applied with people of all 

ages because it investigates “layers of experience that cannot easily be put into words” 

(2009:548). She argues that drawing techniques can enhance participants’ reflexivity, 

facilitating a more holistic understanding of the topics under investigation. Clark (2004:171) 

argues that visual methods can also enhance the child’s authority in the research process, thus 

balancing out the unequal power relationship in an adult-child encounter. 

   My use of Drawing Elicitation stems from an interest in designing a variety of methods 

that aim to view code-switching from different perspectives, as well as taking into account the 

different styles and preferences of the children. In the Kids Club I used several Drawing 

Elicitation exercises such as Family Trees to gain an understanding of the children’s past and 

migrant background. Getting a sense of the children’s histories is a key factor in understanding 

code-switching behavior. For example, for children who have only recently migrated, the 

capability to switch and the frequency of cultural code-switching behavior will probably be 

different from second and third generation migrant children who were born in the 

Netherlands and grew up across different cultural settings.  

 

Family Trees (names are made anonymous) (11-2-2013) 
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 Drawing Culture (4-3-2011)         Collage (1-4-2013) 

 

Discussion methods 

In addition to the elicitation exercises used to start up discussions, I used several other 

discussion methods, such as the The Pots and Beans Activity (O’Kane, 2008:125). The Pots and 

Beans Activity is a method that is adjusted to children’s capabilities, and can be used to 

examine how children value certain statements (e.g. ‘I behave differently at home to how I 

behave in school’). During the exercise, several pots are laid out on a table, labeled with 

possible responses (‘no/a little/yes/a lot’). Participants are given three beans for each pot and 

are told they can put the amount they think each pot deserves. In using this method, O’Kane 

discovered that children are very thoughtful in their decisions concerning the beans they are 

given, which suggests that this method is useful in gaining children’s views. 

 

2.4.2 Interviews 

Child-informants 

Because some topics can be too sensitive for participants to talk about in a group, I also had 

individual conversations with the children participating in the Kids Club. These informal 

interviews were held in the community center after a Kids Club. I always tried to make the 

atmosphere as safe as possible so that the children felt comfortable. I had tea and cookies at 

the table and I always started with 'small talk' about school or hobbies. If the children wanted 

to they could have a friend from the Kids Club waiting in the other room until the interview 

finished. In that room, I provided games and books to keep those children busy. I always 
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emphasized that the interview would in no way be ‘official’; they could always ask questions or 

stop the conversation anytime. I only audio recorded when the children agreed.  

  I prepared the interviews at home, and usually had some questions written in my 

notebook based on things they had said before in the Kids Club, or on drawings that they had 

made. In the interviews I aimed at finding out more about the children’s family and home life. I 

used questions such as ‘How many siblings do you have?’ and ‘Can you describe your home?’ 

to find out more about the children’s social situation. More detailed questions such as ‘How do 

you communicate at home?’ and ‘What are the rules in your house?’ led to a more specific 

understanding of their code-switching behavior. 

  To adopt a ‘least-adult’ role (Holt, 2010:19) during interviewing I attempted to 

promote the active participation of the children by giving them the opportunity to interview 

me too. In one of the Kids Clubs I taught the children some interview techniques, which they 

practiced on each other (child to child). A week later I wanted the children to interview me 

(child to researcher), but when I explained this at the end of the Kids Club, they could not 

contain their curiosity: 

 

Preparing the children to interview the researcher: 

  Researcher:  Next week you can bring all your questions and then you can all interview me,   

    OK? 

  Youssra:  Miss, are you pregnant? (children laughing out loud) 

  Researcher:  No, why? 

  Youssra:  It’s Hílal, Hílal, asked are you pregnant? 

  Researcher:   No, I'm not pregnant. 

  Youssra:  Are you in love? 

  Researcher:   Nope. 

  Hasna:   Do you have a boyfriend? 

  Researcher:  Nope. 

  Youssra:  Are you married? 
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  Researcher:  Nope. 

  Hílal:   Who is your best friend? 

  Researcher:   Next week you may ask all the questions you have. But what I hear now are a  

    lot of questions that you can only answer with yes or no: ‘Are you in love’?  

    No. If you ask more open questions, you'll find out more. But we’ll learn more  

    about that next week… (children burst out laughing) 

  Researcher:  What did you say Mohammed? 

  Hasna:    Miss, he said -  

  Mohammed:   Miss…………………………………………………..….. do you have sex? 

  Researcher:  No (laughs uncomfortably). Okay, those kind of questions we will NOT do next  

    week. 

  Hílal:   Oh, so about favorite colors and stuff? 

  Researcher:  Well, we'll try to do more open questions, as I have just stated. OK, let’s wrap  

    up now, do we still know the game The Hooligan? 

         (Kids Club, 11-3-2013) 

Adult-informants 

To triangulate data gained during participant observation and Kids Club methods, in-depth 

interviews were held with eight adults working with children in Slotermeer. Most of them had 

a background in teaching, but were working in different roles at the time, such as school 

director or teacher. Although adult perspectives may seem irrelevant in a child-oriented 

research project, I was curious to find out how code-switching is perceived by teachers, and to 

what extent the cultural knowledge migrant children bring to school resonates in school 

curriculums. I do not, however, mean to imply that adults' perspectives on children are more 

important than children’s own perspectives. As an anthropologist of children, I value children’s 

answers as much as adult responses, and even put a greater focus on these. 

  Teachers and school heads turned out to be rich sources of information on children’s 

daily life settings, since they know the school-setting from within, and also carry out home 

visits. In their frequent contact with both children and their parents, they perceive many 

differences between the children’s school and home lives. Furthermore, a linguist (speech 

therapist) and social worker at a local educational center were interviewed to collect their 
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perspectives on children dealing with diverse settings. From the moment children are born, 

they are followed by the center in their early developmental stages. Beyond the clinic, the 

therapists visit schools to observe children’s speech development in class. Meeting children in 

these different physical and social spaces, gives them insights into children’s adjustment 

towards these settings, as well as parents’ approaches to children’s switching-behavior (see 

Appendix I: Table Data for a complete overview of adult-informants). 

  I had expected to interview at least ten adults, but unfortunately access to primary 

schools turned out to be somewhat difficult. By letter (Appendix IV: Letter to Primary Schools), 

I requested the participation of the ten primary schools in Slotermeer and three educational 

centers. Although I had anticipated that schools have very busy schedules, I was disappointed 

by the many rejections; only four schools and one educational center agreed to participate. 

Even then, most teachers warned that they could only spare a maximum of thirty minutes. 

Fortunately, most teachers forgot about this during the interview, and I once talked for two 

hours with a teacher on his free Friday afternoon.  

 

2.4.3 Participant observation 

Neuman describes participant observation as a process of observing and interacting with 

research subjects in their natural setting in order to obtain an ‘inside perspective’ (2011:368). 

To do in-depth field research involves describing people’s lives, behavior and their perspective 

of the social world as well as taking part in their social interactions. According to O’Reilly 

(2005:101-106), participant observation involves observing, taking notes, interviewing, 

collecting statistical data, taking pictures, and other forms of data collection.  

  For eight months I conducted participant observation while working as a volunteer at a 

community center, and as a theatre teacher at a primary school. I observed while giving 

homework classes and other after-school clubs in the community center. These activities, as 

with the Kids Club, were all focusing on the same group: migrant children in Slotermeer 

between the age of eight and twelve. The activities in the community centers were a great 

opportunity to observe children during interactions – as they are allowed to talk and work 

together more than they do in school. My research topic meant that there was no direct need 

to carry out participant observation in the class room. Nonetheless, I decided to carry out 

observations in and around the school because the school plays a very important role in the 

lives of children, and also because in school, migrant children interact and collaborate with 

other children from different cultural backgrounds to their own. Since I was teaching theatre at 
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a school already, it was possible to observe during my own theatre classes, breaks in the 

playground area, as well as during extracurricular school activities.  

  Through the contact I had with children I had met at school and in the community 

centers, it was possible to visit these children at home by conducting home visits. By observing 

the same children in different research sites, it was possible to analyze the differences and 

similarities in the way these children behave across different daily life situations. I had contact 

with one girl in particular, Dunya, and every week I went to her house to play, read books, or 

go to a ‘fun’ place such as the park, swimming pool or library. I also met a lot of children on the 

street during my own time, while shopping at the local market, or running in the park. Often I 

had interesting conversations with the children during these spontaneous meetings, which I 

tried to remember and write down at home. 

 

2.4.4 Methodological reflections 

Personal memories: Tisem 

When I was the age of my informants are now, I knew only one girl whose parents were not 

born in the Netherlands, Tisem, and she came from Morocco. The first thing I remember about 

her are her hands - orange hands. I thought they were dirty – later I got to know they were 

actually decorated with henna.  I vividly remember the smell of her house, a strange smell of 

strange foods I was not familiar with. While visiting my informants’ homes I often recognized 

the smell; lamb meat with a strong seasoning of cumin powder and garlic. Recently I was 

invited to join a Facebook group where suddenly I saw a picture from 1999: Tisem is sitting on 

the first row, smiling, her long dark curly hair tidily styled for the school photographer. I look at 

her and realize, suddenly, I see a different girl now than I used to see when I was a child. Today, 

all kinds of questions arise when I look at her: did she have problems learning Dutch? How did 

she position herself among us, “white” suburban kids with two working parents and a dog? By 

that time I never thought of her in this way; I never realized she may have encountered 

language problems, I never thought she might have felt lonely because she was the only child 

taking days off for Islamic celebrations, it never even entered my mind that she might also have 

thought my house smelled ‘strange’. We just played together and things were as they were.  

 

This example shows that using and reading about the concept of ‘code-switching’ changed the 

way I look at my personal memories, as it also changed the way I look at migrant children. 

However, if my own perceptions are changing constantly, how could I ever hope to ‘capture’ 

my informants’ perceptions objectively? Like most anthropologists, I take a ‘nominalist 
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position’ to research (Neuman, 2012:93), meaning: I believe that social reality is what people 

perceive it to be. Anthropological inquiry does not search for ‘objective’ facts, but leaves room 

for the reflection on the role of inter-subjectivity. It is often stated that in anthropological 

research, the researcher is his ‘own research instrument’. This makes research data sensitive. 

Acknowledging your role as a researcher is necessary to make research data valid. 

  Because code-switching is a theoretical concept, my fieldwork was led by theory, and 

the methodological framework that was developed in my research proposal. The interaction 

between theory and practice was very important in my research. For example, the design of 

child-friendly research methods was partly based on what I found out about the children (age, 

gender, preferences) but also inspired by the literature on child-oriented research. As an 

inexperienced researcher I sometimes felt insecure, but reading the literature on research 

among children reassured me that I was carrying out my research effectively.  On the other 

hand, I relied on my experiences as a theatre teacher, which provided me with a sense of 

security. 

  The Kids Club was used as a research method to examine code-switching behavior, as 

well as a tool to learn about conducting participatory research with children. In order to reflect 

upon the ways I presented myself as a researcher-teacher and the relationships with the 

children, I kept a diary with my first impressions after each Kids Club. In doing so, I tried to be 

constantly mindful of my own behavior and the kinds of roles I adopted. In particular, I 

attempted to be as non-authoritarian as possible, which was a constant struggle because the 

children were always expecting me to discipline them. Despite the many strategies to enhance 

‘empowering research relations’ (Holt, 2010:14), such as leaving the children in charge of their 

own research folder with their own data, I struggled to shake off their perception of me as a 

'teacher'. Although I had not set any rules beforehand, the rules of the Kids Clubs emerged as 

we went along. For example, the children brought the idea of a ‘warning’ system that they use 

in school (3 warnings = going home). We discussed that in principle warnings would be given 

for two reasons: 1) the neighbours would hear you (that is, the child is making too much 

noise), and 2) if personal boundaries would be offended. We also discussed that children 

would be allowed to arrive up to fifteen minutes late, as sometimes they had to accompany 

their younger brother or sister home before attending the Kids Club. 

  While on the one hand I had to establish some rules in the Kids Club to maintain a 

positive atmosphere, I also gave the children freedom to set their own agenda. Some children, 

for example, taught their own games to the other children, and the program of the last Kids 

Club was collectively decided upon (the girls wanted to do henna, and at the end we went to 
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the park to play football at the boys' request). As argued by Holt (2004) participatory research 

can be empowering to children. I observed that each week the children became more self-

confident and were also able to give critical feedback. However, in order to determine whether 

a Kids Club is indeed empowering to its participants, a follow-up evaluation would be 

necessary. 

 

  

Children’s own research folders       Theatre cards: ‘Who, What, Where?’ 

 

2.5 Conclusion 

In this research I used multiple qualitative research techniques: interviewing, participant 

observation and a ‘Kids Club’ (Van der Brug, 2011:50). This mixed-method approach has the 

benefit of triangulation, and also to clarify and illustrate results from one method with the use 

of another method. In the field of childhood studies, there is an increasing recognition of the 

importance of including children actively in the research process. I adopted a child-oriented 

perspective in my research without including the children as full ‘co-researchers’, due to the 

fact that I was the leading ‘researcher-teacher’ from the beginning. As it is argued that 

research with children necessitates adaptation of existing methods to meet children’s 

cognition and understanding (Punch, 2002:324 in Evers et al., 2011:9), I developed and 

conducted creative methods such as Theatre Elicitation, Drawing Elicitation, Text  

Elicitation and other discussion methods, inspired by the literature on child-oriented research 

(Christensen & James, 2000; Evers et al., 2011). 
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Chapter 3. Children’s daily life settings 

 

In determining which settings play a role in the children’s daily lives, a variety of methods were 

used. During the Kids Clubs I used several creative methods to find out what the children think 

are the most important settings in their own lives. Additionally, I observed and interviewed at 

different locations such as the school, home and street. After identifying the important 

settings, I examined the differences between these settings, with a particular focus on the use 

of language. My hypothesis was that there would be a particular emphasis on the contrast 

between the home and school settings. Before presenting the empirical findings, however, it is 

necessary to discuss the theoretical framework underlying the following sub-question: 

 

What different ‘settings’ (e.g. home, school, etc.) do migrant children navigate between? 

 

3.1 Conceptualizing ‘settings’ 

My research draws upon the concept of culture as a fluid and continuing process that is 

actively constructed and deconstructed by its members. This understanding of culture as a 

negotiable and flexible concept has been discussed extensively by anthropologists such as 

Barth, Baumann and Eriksen. Eriksen (2010:44-45) argues that culture in the daily lives of 

people is not something static or bounded to ethnic boundaries, but fluid and flexible, and 

certainly not tied to an ethnic or cultural group. Elsewhere, Eriksen has argued that cultural 

and ethnic differences are not given, but are instead constructed in order to distinguish 

between the “Us” and “Them” (2001:61). This process, he continues, involves “the systematic 

communication of cultural differences between groups” (Eriksen 2001:46). Boundaries are 

relational, as well as situational; which (ethnic) character is emphasized depends on the 

situation. This implies that cultural or ethnic identity is not primordial, but that it is a 

continuing process of communication of cultural difference in an attempt to create a notion of 

the self versus the other. 

  If culture must be perceived as fluid and flexible, then, the question arises as to 

whether we can talk about “distinctive cultures” at all. Can we say that migrant children 

mediate between different cultures, even if the boundaries are flexible and negotiable? It is 

argued by Devine that migrant children position themselves between ‘contrasting social and 

cultural worlds’ (2008:523) such as the home and the school. However, as discussed in the 

introduction, I will not refer to different ‘cultures’, but to ‘settings’ when describing the 

different contexts migrant children navigate between. I will therefore speak about ‘cross-
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setting code-switching’, instead of using Molinsky’s (2007) concept of ‘cross-cultural code-

switching’. Although I will not use the term ‘cultures’ in this research, I will refer to 'cultural 

differences' between ‘settings’, as I believe that the term ‘cultural differences’ cannot be 

discarded in research on migrant children. In diverse settings children can be confronted with 

diverse ideas, practices and expectations (related to culture). The differences between the 

settings can thus still be cultural; as the rules and norms are established by the people living 

and working in the settings. 

 But how should we distinguish the different settings from one another? Settings can 

be defined through language. According to Kramsch (2003), language is bound to culture in 

multiple ways. Through language, people share facts, ideas and attitudes to the group they 

belong to. “Language expresses cultural reality” (2003:3), she states, but members of a 

community also create experience through language. In itself, language has a cultural value as 

it symbolizes social identity or belonging to a social group. In this way, language also 

“symbolizes cultural reality” (Kramsch, 2003:3). Brown (2002) believes that language 

characterizes members of a community as processes of socialization happen through language 

– rejecting the notion of Culture with a capital ‘C’ (as argued by many cognitive scientists). At 

the same time, she acknowledges the danger of dividing social groups along linguistic lines and 

equating ‘language’ with ‘culture’ in an unexamined way. For instance, adopting this stance 

implies that “an English-speaking Australian Aboriginal is no longer an Aboriginal” (Brown, 

2002:173). This example shows that there is no simple one-to-one relation between language 

and a social group, yet, Brown argues, language remains the key to culture as it is an essential 

feature of members of a given community.  

  I made the assumption that settings in the lives of migrant children in Slotermeer can 

be distinguished from one another by its physical location (place/space). Language, I 

predicted, would emerge as the most important identifier to separate the diverse settings. 

Finally, I predicted that settings can be defined through the people living and working in the 

setting (parents/caregivers, teachers, peers, etc.), establishing the rules and norms for 

“appropriate” behavior – which refers to the cultural aspects of a setting. 

 

 Location as identifier: physical differences 

 Language as identifier: linguistic differences 

 People as identifier: cultural differences 
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Results 

 

3.2 Defining settings: home, school, and other 

During a Drawing Elicitation exercise the children were asked to draw all the places (physical 

locations) important in their daily lives: 

  Researcher:  […] Okay, well, I want you - so you have these papers, and at each paper you  

   draw a place where you spend a lot of time. For example ... Well, where do  

   you go every day except on weekends? 

  Mehtap:  Eh, school. 

  Researcher:  Yes, school. So you can draw the school - 

  Hílal:    After school I’m going to such a beautiful place with lots of tulips and flowers. 

  Researcher:  Where is that? 

  Hílal:   I do not know where but my aunt takes me, a big villa. 

  Researcher:  But eh, try to draw the places where you go VERY often.  

         (Kids Club, 4-2-2013) 

After introducing the exercise, the children started drawing the places. The first results showed 

that the children consider their ‘school’, ‘street’ and the ‘community center’ the most 

important settings in their daily lives (see chart on page 34). All five children present at the 

Kids Club (4-2-2013) drew their school as a place they visit often. Four children drew their 

street and also mentioned the particular name of the street. Three children made a drawing of 

the community center, which was quite an obvious choice given our location (we were doing 

this exercise in the community center). This could also be seen in the drawings that contained 

specific elements of the community center we worked in, such as the Dutch flag and other 

paintings on the windows. The results also show the popularity of the street among the 

children. The street is a setting where the children meet each other after school and often play 

for many hours. A teacher at a primary school talked about the ‘street culture’ in the 

neighbourhood, explaining that children – especially boys – spend hours a day playing football 

on the street (30-1-2013). 
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          Chart: Results Drawing Elicitation: ‘What places do you visit often’? 

Styles of drawing were very diverse: some drew very detailed maps whereas others drew only 

one recognizable element of the place (see picture below). One girl had drawn only one place 

whereas the others had drawn three or four. It seemed that all her effort was put into making 

the drawing as nice as possible, instead of showing us all the places she regularly visits. She 

had drawn a pencil case, very beautifully and precisely, but I did not immediately knew how 

this referred to a place. When I asked her, she told me it was my pencil case (now I saw that it 

indeed looked like mine) and that it resembled the community center. When we evaluated the 

drawings, the children compared them according to how beautifully they were drawn. One girl 

got a lot of attention because she had produced a particularly striking picture of some flowers. 

She then taught the other children her ‘special’ technique. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

               

Drawing places (4-2-2013) 
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Attention should also be given to the places that were not drawn by the children. Remarkably, 

the ‘home’ was only drawn by one child. This may be because the home is too obvious to 

mention, being not a place you ‘visit’, but a place you depart from. During a discussion a 

month after the drawing exercise, the Qu’ran school was suddenly brought up as another 

place often visited (11-3-2013). On Saturday or Sunday, many children are send to a 

Weekendschool at the mosque were they learn to memorise the Qu’ran. Some told me they do 

not like to go there. This could explain why the Qu’ran school was not drawn during the earlier 

exercise. I would suggest that, during the first drawing exercise, the children focused on the 

places they like to visit, such as a race circuit or other places used for leisure purposes. The 

places that are in a way a ‘must’ (Qu’ran school, but also doctor, dentist, etc.) were not 

mentioned. The drawing exercise thus not only identified the settings, but also revealed some 

of the personal relations of the children towards those settings. 

 

Other settings  

It should also be mentioned that there are other settings influencing children’s daily lives. For 

instance, the parents’ country of origin plays a great role in shaping children’s ways of thinking 

and behavior, but is a place that is not physically visited often (generally only once every year 

or two during school holidays). We discussed the children’s feelings towards their parents’ 

country of origin in the Red and Green Cards exercise. In this exercise, children formulate their 

own statement, then the other children have to respond by showing a red (disagree) or green 

(agree) card. In response to the statement ‘Later I want to move to my parents’ country of 

origin’, the children expressed sentiments of feeling at home in Turkey or Morocco, although 

some stronger than others: 

I have deodorant. If I leave school after gymnastics, I go home, and put on my deodorant - it 

smells like Turkey. The smell of my home, a very good smell so I think I am in Turkey in my 

village. If I think about the smell, I think immediately of my grandma, she is almost 100 years 

old! 

        (Hílal, 11-2-13) 

Moreover, their parents’ country influences the way the children think about their future. In 

the Statement Game (inspired by Opdebeeck & Matthijssen, 2006), the children respond to a 

statement by standing up (agree) or sitting down (disagree). In this exercise, half of the group 

stated that they would be willing to move to Turkey or Morocco later in life. Often, the 
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weather was mentioned as a reason to emigrate. One boy, however, was very much against 

the idea of migration: 

First you learn everything here and then you move to Turkey. For nothing! If you want to come 

back [to the Netherlands], maybe things have changed, you do not know about all new things 

that happened. You will do something and they will immediately get mad at you. 

(Salim, 18-3-2013) 

Similarly, virtual settings such as Facebook can be very important in children’s lives. Often 

children talked about Smartphones and the latest online video clips, even though most 

children around ten years old do not yet have a phone or computer themselves (they have 

older brothers and sisters with Smartphones, or they use the computers in the library). These 

examples show that non-physical settings, and other settings that are not frequently visited, 

can also play an important role in children’s daily lives. 

 

 

  

 

 

 

3.3 Differences between the settings 

Although I have established which settings play a role in the children’s lives, in itself this is 

insufficient to determine whether ‘cross-setting code-switching’ is indeed an identifiable 

phenomenon. Examining peoples’ behavior, as well as children’s and adults’ perceptions of 

what is “appropriate” behavior in different settings, is necessary to be able to compare the 

settings and to make claims about their differences. In the Kids Club I discussed the issue of 

language with the children during the Red and Green Cards exercise. While introducing the 

statement; ‘At home, I speak only Turkish or Moroccan with my parents’, all red cards went up: 

  No! I Speak Moroccan AND Dutch at home. With my father and brother I speak Dutch most of  

  the time. With my mother I speak the most Moroccan.  

         (Mohammed, 11-3-2013) 

Setting in daily interactions Settings that are infrequently visited 

School 

Street 

Community center 

Park 

Youth/ sport clubs 

Qu’ran school 

Home 

Parents’ country of origin 

Internet (non-physical setting) 
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The other children had similar stories. Six children were present in this Kids Club and none of 

them stated that at home they only speak their parents’ mother tongue. Most of them speak 

two languages at home, depending on who they are speaking to (mother of father). Among 

siblings, they stated, Dutch is spoken most of the time. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

Since the use of multiple languages in the home appears to be more of a rule than an 

exception to a rule, Brown’s (2002) argument - that language relates to a particular socio-

cultural group, and therefore division can be made on the basis of language - becomes 

problematic. What we must ask ourselves, however, is what language feels most ‘natural’ to 

the children? In what language do they think? Although Dutch is spoken in my child-

informants’ homes, I assume that the children are mainly socialized in their parents’ mother 

language.  

  In an interview with a linguist from the educational center in Slotermeer, we talked 

precisely about this relationship between language and setting. In her work, she told me, she 

often sees the different settings being very clearly defined. For example, when she advises 

parents to speak Dutch with their young children at home, children often refuse because it 

does not feel ‘logical’. Children are used to speaking Turkish of Moroccan (or another 

language) at home, and speaking Dutch with their parents feels ‘strange’. Some children also 

find it awkward that their parents speak Dutch during a consultation at the educational center. 

In the children’s minds, she argued, parents are inextricably connected to their mother 

tongues. The linguist works mainly with young children between 0-4 years old, whereas I 

worked with children between 9-12 years old in the Kids Club. This may be the reason why her 

statement differs from my suggestion that children are used to mixing languages in the home 

setting. The example, however, suggests that although multiple languages are being spoken in 

the home, linguistic boundaries may still be present in the children’s minds. 

Pseudonym Speaks with mother Speaks with father Siblings 

Namira (f) Moroccan, Dutch - Dutch 

Hílal (f) Dutch Turkish Dutch 

Youssra (f) Moroccan, sometimes Dutch Moroccan Dutch 

Salim (m) Turkish mostly, Dutch Dutch Dutch 

Mohammed (m) Moroccan mostly, Dutch Dutch Dutch 

Hasna (f) Moroccan, Dutch Moroccan, Dutch Dutch 
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Rules and codes 

To further examine the cultural differences between settings, the children’s perceptions were  

extracted through Text and Theatre Elicitation exercises. The children were asked to think 

about the rules that count at each place they had drawn in the former exercise. These could be 

formal, but also informal rules. The rules were written down at the back of the place-drawings, 

and were then presented to the rest of the group. Through observing the children’s responses 

to their peers’ presentations, distinctions could be made between individual and collective 

rules. For instance, Youssra said that when she is at her grandmother’s house, she is not 

allowed to ‘snoop around’ (4-2-2013) in her grandmother’s belongings. The other children 

thought this was a very funny rule, so apparently it does not apply to all. Some rules such as 

not eating during class (school), or taking your shoes off in the living room (home), were 

shared by all children. It was fascinating to see how fast the children were in coming up with 

rules, but also with exceptions: 

  Researcher:   Think about the street for example; you’re not allowed to walk on the   

     street. That is a rule everyone knows. 

   Salim:   But you may on Queens Day! 

         (Kids Club, 4-2-2013) 

The children know very well what they can and what they cannot do in certain settings. 

However, the rules that were made clear by the children were limited to rules that are 

‘official’; in terms of school regulations, traffic rules or house rules formulated by (grand) 

parents. A few examples of the rules that came up during the exercise are: at school you are 

not allowed to eat at your desk, in the park picking flowers is forbidden, at home you are not 

allowed to run. These examples also illustrate that rules are most often formulated in terms of 

what is forbidden instead of what is appreciated. The more implicit rules were not mentioned 

by the children (rules such as to what extent you are considered to be ‘assertive’ or ‘modest’). 

The teachers and social workers, however, did mention these more implicit rules. 

 To gain a deeper understanding of the rules and codes of each setting, the children 

were asked to prepare a theatrical scene choosing one setting out of all their drawings (of 

settings). In this Theatre Elicitation exercise the children worked in groups, discussing and 

acting out what happens when someone breaks the rules of the particular place. Mohammed 

and Samya picked ‘home’ and took the roles of father and daughter: 
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  Father:   Clean your room!  

  Daughter:  No! 

  Father:   Than do your homework! 

  Daughter:  No! 

  Father:   So you will not go with me to Albert Heijn!
7
  

         (Kids Club, 4-2-2013) 

This simple scene between a parent and a child reveals a lot about the way the children 

experience and deal with rules at home. In the first place, the actors were shouting at each 

other and there was not much room for conversation or negotiation. Secondly, the 

punishment proposed by the father is really telling in this context because for these children 

shopping is one of their favorite activities. Taking away the opportunity to come shopping is a 

major punishment for the children. In the end of the scene, the father gives in and starts 

cleaning his daughter’s room himself (as a final 'cliff hanger', we never found out whether or 

not the child was allowed to go to Albert Heijn). 

  In another scene, Salim played the headmaster of a school and Youssra and Hílal his 

pupils. Unlike the father from the previous scene, the headmaster is rigid: he makes pupils 

who have been fighting write lines until the moment they say ‘sorry’ to each other. This 

corresponds to how the children think about their teachers in comparison to their parents. The 

children say that their teachers are stricter than their parents, and that their parents are 

kinder than their teachers: 

 Researcher:  So do you think there is a difference in the way your mother or father treats  

    you and how your teachers treat you? 

Samya: Teacher is often very strict. If you want to say something, it is always: No, no, 

no. But if I want to say something to my parents it is always: Yes. 

     (interview, 25-3-2013) 

Adopting these different roles seemed straightforward for the children. Especially when 

thinking about a specific person (teacher, parent, etc.), the children knew exactly how to 

behave - making it very easy for them to come up with text during theatre play. The children 

                                                           
7 

Supermarket 
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could thus implicitly distinguish between what knowledge counted in the home, in the school, 

or in the community center.  

  

Crossing (personal) boundaries 

During my eight months of participant observation, several incidents made clear to me that at 

home, in class or in the community center, different behavior is expected of the children:  

A “secret” trick 

One Monday afternoon I was teaching the weekly ‘Music club’ (15-10-2012); an activity children 

attend voluntarily in their leisure time. The children were so active and loud that I was having a 

hard time keeping the children quiet and listening. Everything that I tried considering structuring, 

rewarding and other didactical techniques just did not seem to work. Then I remembered a 

‘secret’ suggestion from a colleague who said that if I threatened to call the children’s parents, I 

would definitely get them quiet immediately. I told the children that if they did not change their 

behavior, start listening and participate in my exercises, I would go with them after the workshop 

and talk to their parents. The children were quiet immediately. I saw them becoming paler and 

sitting up straighter in their chairs. Of course, I was happy that this ‘trick’ worked out, and that I 

was able to work with them for a further thirty minutes (after, everything started over again). 

More interesting, however, was the fact I had encountered such an enormous difference in their 

behavior at the mere mention of their parents.  

Another example clearly showing the differences between the home and the ‘public’ sphere 

occurred during another homework class:  

Sudden transformations 

In the homework classes there is a rule that if you get your third warning, you have to leave, but 

can come back the next week. In this class (29-1-2013), I gave two girls three warnings for minor 

misbehavior such as talking and eating during class. I thus send them home after their third 

warning. Soon after they left the community center, I heard sand being thrown at the windows. I 

went outside, and saw the two girls running away. Five minutes later, I heard the sound again, so 

again I went outside, but the girls were hiding behind a wall. This game of ‘cat and mouse’ 

continued until the moment I was furious and decided to look up their addresses to visit their 

parents. After the class finished I walked to the house of one of the girls, just a few meters from 

the community center. As soon as the girls discovered I was going to talk to their parents, they 

tried to convince me not to – in quite direct and impolite language. But in front of their parents, 

the girls suddenly transformed to good and innocent students, not arguing a single word with me 
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or their parents. A week later, I received an excuse letter by e-mail, stating that they ‘felt guilty 

for what they did’ and that it was ‘just’ that I had send them away (letter, 1-2-2013). 

The previous two empirical examples stress that despite my attempt to negotiate 

‘empowering’ relations with the children, generational relations between children and adults 

are ingrained in our society. These ‘general cultural notions of power and control’ (Christensen, 

2004:168) influence the power relations between parents and children – as similarly, they have 

influenced the relation between myself, the researcher, and the children. 

 

School: Promoting “Dutchness” 

Having focused on the use of language in the home-setting, I will now focus on the school-

setting, and the cultural norms and values that are being promoted there. Here, I aim to show 

that not only linguistic, but also cultural differences, play a role in the home-school ‘switch’. 

  Most adult-interviewees claim that teaching in Slotermeer is as normal as teaching to 

‘other’ kids (’other’ in this context being ‘Dutch’ or “white” children). “They are just like Dutch 

children” (30-1-2013), I often heard during interviews. Stressing the ordinary nature of the 

children multiple times had the opposite effect on me; I began to wonder if they really think 

that children in Slotermeer are as ‘normal’ as ‘other’ children, or if perhaps they just wanted to 

make me believe that? In any case, I did not feel like a person that needed to be convinced on 

this matter. I had, after all, chosen this research in an attempt to show that migrant children 

are as competent, maybe even more inventive and resilient, than ‘Dutch’ children. 

  In contrast to these claims considering the children’s ‘commonness’ are the stories on 

all the extra activities teachers and school heads undertake to ‘educate’ the parents of their 

pupils. All interviewees talked about extra coffee mornings, workshops, home-visits, and so on, 

that are organized to be able to meet parents and talk about specific issues concerning the 

education of children (issues such as what food you let your child to bring to school, what 

television programs can they watch, etc.). In stressing that these extra meetings are a 

necessity, it became more and more questionable whether teaching in Slotermeer is really the 

same as, for instance, in Amsterdam South8.  

  What, then, characterizes teaching in Slotermeer, and how does this relate to the 

differences between the various settings in the children’s lives? A headmaster of a school told 

                                                           
8 

Rich and ‘white’ neighbourhood in Amsterdam 
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me that every day he stands at the entrance of his school reminding a group of mothers that 

once in school they have to speak Dutch (from his point of view, this ‘measure’ should not be 

necessary – but obvious to all) (1-3-2013). He also mentioned that during introductory talks 

newcomers are reminded that in school, physical contact between boys and girls is accepted; if 

parents disagree, they are advised to send their child to another school (1-3-2013). Especially 

when it came to equal gender relations and specific behavioral norms such as shaking hands, 

the headmaster and other interviewees became quite fierce in their way of talking. In their 

eyes, all these extra measures would not be necessary at a ‘Dutch’ school.  

  The fact that the teachers see it as their responsibility to teach “Dutch norms and 

values” to their pupils (and parents) indicates that the children do not naturally bring these 

values to class. For instance, the teachers educate their pupils in what is ‘accepted’ behavior 

during a job interview. The teachers' attitude is that the children who best master the “Dutch 

norms and values” will later have the best chance of 'getting on' in society. One teacher 

explained that each year in the last grade a discussion about Islamic religion is set up with the 

children, revealing her personal involvement with the discussed topic: 

We talk to them: why are you going to wear a headscarf? Because you want it yourself or 

because they call you a slut? 

(teacher, 16-11-2012) 

It is argued by Crul and Doomernik (2003:1059) that the second-generation Moroccan and 

Turkish young people remain closer to their parents’ ideas than to those of their Dutch peer 

group (in areas such as marriage, gender roles, religious practice, etc.). Research on the 

educational differences between Moroccan and Turkish second generation in the Netherlands 

shows that Moroccan women achieve higher schooling and employment (2003:1060). 

According to the authors, the weaker educational status of Turkish women in the Netherlands 

can be explained by the inclination of the Turkish community to adhere to the Turkish norms 

and values:  the Turkish tend stick to the traditional family values, whereas the second-

generation Moroccans increasingly prefer both partners to work (Crul & Doomernik, 

2003:1061). This suggests that educating migrant children about norms and values and the 

cultural differences between their own ethnic community and Dutch society is a relevant point 

of attention in the school curriculum. 
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Socio-economic differences 

As discussed earlier, a large proportion of children in Slotermeer grow up in poverty; in both 

2008 and 2009, 36% of the young people in Geuzeveld-Slotermeer were found to be belonging 

to a low income household (Van der Oord et al., 2010:5). Although crime rates are decreasing, 

they are still dramatically high in comparison to other parts of Amsterdam (Veiligheidsindex, 

2012). Some public squares in Amsterdam-West are notorious for the groups of boys who 

hang around, provoking police officers (Crul & Doomernik, 2003:1042). 

 

Sometimes we need to do home visits. This is usually the case when we are concerned about a 

child and think there may be child abuse - in the worst case. And then you come across varying 

situations. To outline a practical example, you see homes without any toys, really, and basically 

no furniture, but only a TV on the wall. Just very poor, which makes you wonder; how can a 

child grow up here? 

        (headmaster, 1-3-2013) 

In a neighbourhood that is characterized by poverty and social problems, the social and 

economical differences are part of children’s daily lives. In the four home visits I did, I saw two 

houses without toys, computer or other entertainment. I met a family of six in a two-bedroom 

house, the small children being kept awake at night as they waited for their older siblings to go 

to bed. While visiting Dunya’s house, I often had to read letters from the tax authorities or 

welfare service because her mother was unable to read them. In the community center I had 

experiences with children who did not want to go home after an activity. Some children stayed 

as long as they could, asking for extra assignments or clarification about their homework until 

the moment I had to almost force them to leave9. For some children I met, the street is a place 

where they can be away from the constraints and problems of home.  

Sometimes during a consultation, you hear that - a child actually comes because of a language 

barrier - but then you end up having a conversation about the parents looking for a new house, 

because they will be soon be evicted from their current home. 

          (linguist, 27-2-2013) 

This is an excerpt from an interview with the linguist from the educational center. In this 

section of the interview she stated that, although her function is to advise parents in language-

                                                           
9 

It should be stressed that such alarming situations only happened rarely; this definitively does not 
count for all children in Slotermeer. I was confronted with some cases of violence, however, I decided 
not to use this sensitive information because of confidentiality. 
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related questions, she sometimes has to solve other problems during consultations. Parents 

who are dealing with insecurity and poverty, she said, may no longer think about the linguistic 

problems or educational achievement of their child. They, and their children, are just trying to 

survive – and have little time to think about ‘correct’ adjustments. 

 

3.4 Conclusion 

What different ‘settings’ (e.g. home, school, etc.) do migrant children navigate between? 

Migrant children navigate between various settings on a day-to-day basis. As argued by Chan 

(2007:181), migrant children can experience differences in practices, beliefs, and values 

between norms in the home and those in the school. Whereas Molinsky (2007) talks about 

‘cross-cultural code-switching’, to describe the act of adaptation between “different cultural 

norms for appropriate behavior” (Molinsky 2007:624), I argued that migrant children switch 

between ‘settings’, instead of ‘cultures’. These settings, I predicted, could be demarcated 

according to three identifiers: 

1) Location 

Physical settings (home, school, community center, etc.) are part of children’s daily 

lives, but other settings, such as the parents’ country of origin, also form a key part in 

the children’s worldviews. The children do think that differences between the settings 

exist; however, making clear what these differences are seemed problematic. 

Children’s descriptions of differences are limited to the explicit rules of a specific 

setting, leaving the linguistic and underlying cultural differences for what they are. 

2) Language  

As argued by Kramsch (2003) and Brown (2002), language identifies boundaries 

between members of different cultural groups. Most of the children in Slotermeer 

grow up speaking their parents’ mother tongue (Moroccan Arabic, Berber, Turkish, 

etc.) at home, whilst at the same time attending a public primary school where they 

are taught in Dutch. Seen from Brown’s (2002) point of view, the home and the school 

are thus two culturally diverse settings because of the different languages spoken in 

each. However, children’s perceptions show that children speak their parents´ mother 

tongue with their mother or father (or both), but also Dutch, and mainly Dutch 

amongst siblings. At school, speaking Dutch is one of the explicit rules communicated 
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by teachers, although other languages are spoken too in the playground. This suggests 

that it is not as simple as separating the settings along linguistic lines.  

3) People 

Parents have great authority and children listen well to their parents; they have a great 

deal of respect for their parents and grandparents. In the public sphere (street, 

community center) the children behave more freely, but also cross (personal) 

boundaries of teachers and social workers. Although the children in the Kids Club 

seemed to be unable to look beyond the ‘official’ rules during Drawing Elicitation, 

during theatre exercises they showed that they implicitly distinguish between what is 

expected of them in different places. This confirms the idea that each setting requires 

different behavior of children. Schools are active promoters of the “Dutch” culture and 

language; educating norms and values is considered a daily routine, not only to pupils 

but also to the pupils’ parents. The fact that so much effort is made to transmit certain 

norms and values shows that besides linguistic differences cultural differences are also 

at stake.  

The differences between the settings, however, turned out not only to be linguistic and 

cultural, but also socio-economic. This means we should not only speak about ‘cross-setting 

code-switching’ in relation to linguistic and cultural settings, but also about switching-behavior 

towards certain socio-economic settings. 

 

  



[46] 
 

Chapter 4. Practices of Cross-Setting Code-Switching 

 

This chapter discusses the different practices migrant children perform during ‘cross-setting 

code-switching’. Although the Kids Club allowed me glimpses of how children code-switch to 

create desired social behavior, participant observation was a very important method in 

answering this question as I was able to observe the children during real life situations. 

Additionally, the interviews with the teachers gave a lot of insight on how code-switching is 

perceived differently by adults and children. Before going into the empirical data on children’s 

code-switching practices, the concept of ‘cross-cultural code-switching’ will be explained, 

followed by a short discussion of the reasons for individuals to code-switch ‘correctly’. The 

sub-question that will be answered in this chapter is: 

   

How and why do migrant children practice ‘cross-setting code-switching’? 

 

4.1 Conceptualizing ‘code-switching’ 

The concept of ‘cross-cultural code-switching’ was coined by Molinsky (2007) in the field of 

management research. He defines the concept as “the act of purposefully modifying one’s 

behavior, in a specific interaction in a foreign setting, to accommodate different cultural norms 

for appropriate behavior” (Molinsky, 2007:623). This concept, he explains, is derived from 

Heller’s concept of ‘linguistic code-switching’ (1988, in Molinsky, 2007), which means, 

essentially, switching language in interaction. The act of changing one’s behavior in different 

cultural settings has also been the focus of recent attention in the field of cross-cultural 

psychology. According to Hong, Morris, Chiu and Benet-Martínez “the individual shifts between 

interpretive frames rooted in different cultures in response to cues in the social environment” 

(2000:709). Benet-Martínez, Lee and Leu similarly describe ‘cultural frame switching’ as “a 

process in which biculturals have access to and apply two different cultural meaning systems10” 

(2006:387).  

  According to Molinsky (2007), there has been a lot of research into long-term 

adaptation to a foreign culture, whereas little research has been conducted into single 

interactions; the interpersonal communication between individuals. Molinsky stresses the 

importance of researching these single encounters of cultural adaptation, because these form 

                                                           
10 

In many discourses, the Dutch culture is labeled as ‘individualistic’ versus the Moroccan/Turkish 
culture as ‘collectivistic’. However, I reject these terms as it suggests that cultural boundaries are static, 
whereas I draw on the concept of culture as fluid and flexible. 
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“the micro building blocks of long-term adjustment” (Molinsky 2007:622). His article, however, 

puts emphasis on the management outcomes of code-switching within a business 

environment, and not on the adjustment of migrants in a ‘new’ country, as this quote might 

suggest. Psychological and neuroscientific research on frame switching (Benet-Martínez et al., 

2002; Benet-Martínez et al., 2006; Chen et al., 2008; Hong et al., 2000; Roepstorff et al., 2010), 

on the other hand, focuses on the possible cognitive and psychological consequences of 

biculturalism for the individual. 

  Molinsky (2007) argues that code-switchers must behave in such a way that it is 

acceptable to the “natives” of the new/foreign culture (however, it is important to note is that 

“appropriate” behavior does not only depend on the type of cultural setting, but also on the 

role of the individual). On the other hand, adapting behavior must correspond with the 

individual’s norms and values (2007:624). Molinsky hypothesizes that biculturals who 

experience their cultural identities as ‘oppositional’ (that is, the required behavior is conflicting 

with the internal behavior of the individual) may suffer from psychological distress when they 

have to perform their less ‘preferred’ identity. Biculturals with ‘integrated’11 identities may 

easily switch from one identity to the other, and may be less likely to experience psychological 

complications during the act of code-switching (2007:634)12.  

  What reasons, then, do migrant children have for changing their behavior across 

cultural areas? According to Molinsky (2007), the individual goal of cultural adaption is to meet 

the required norms of a specific setting in order to avoid ‘losing face’ and have successful 

experiences among other ‘foreign’ people. Successful code-switching increases the probability 

of a successful impression, resulting in ‘positive management outcomes’, and an organization’s 

success (Molinsky, 2007:623). In relation to migrant children, this explanation does not hold: 

they do not have any economical goals in code-switching (hopefully). So what, then, explains 

the cause of code-switching? Den Uyl (2010:197) argues that sameness, or the notion of 

belonging to a group, makes people feel secure within their social setting. Deviating from the 

(cultural) behavioral norms means that you are no longer part of the group or community. 

People will then no longer have the ‘security’ they felt through the membership of a (cultural) 

group (UNDP 1994:31 in Bartels et al., 2010:117).  

  

  

                                                           
11 

Benet-Martínez et al. (2002) use the term ‘compatible’ instead of ‘integrated’. 
12

 Cognitive scientists have searched for the positive outcomes coming from biculturalism. Benet-
Martínez et al. argue that exposure to different cultures may increase individuals’ ability to process 
systems of cultural meaning and respond to ‘cultural cues’ (2006:387). 
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Results 

4.2 The home – school ´switch´ 

My use of Molinsky’s (2007) concept of ‘cross-cultural code-switching’ may appear to reinforce 

the assumption that migrant children are living ‘in-between two cultures’, despite my earlier 

rejection of the term13. Based on my data, however, I must acknowledge that this notion of ‘in-

between’ can in some ways be found in the contrast between the home and school setting. 

The home and school are two opposing settings in a way; both linguistically and culturally. 

Therefore, in this chapter on switching practices, I will focus on these two most differentiated 

settings, and not, for instance, on switching behavior between the school and the community 

center (these settings have many similarities, in terms of language, rules, etc.). However, the 

‘home-school switch’ may be an example of how switching-behavior is practiced between 

other settings. 

 

4.2.1 Teachers’ perspectives: the home-school “gap” 

Teachers I spoke to did not talk about a ‘switch’, but about a “gap” between teachers and 

parents. Some interviewees complained that parents in Slotermeer are difficult to reach. They 

alluded to a sort of “school is school and home is home” (1-3-2013) mentality – that is, parents 

leave everything up to the school1415. These descriptions of the type of contact between school 

staff and parents, tell a lot about the differences between the home and the school setting, 

and the switching practices that are required of migrant children in Slotermeer. 

  Some teachers expressed reservations about some parents’ style of parenting, which 

differed considerably from their own classroom pedagogy. In their eyes, some children are not 

guided enough by their parents, or not stimulated enough to the child’s full potential: 

                                                           
13 

I argued that migrant children are not ‘Moroccan’ in one situation and ‘Dutch’ in another. Knowledge 
from both cultural backgrounds is constantly blended in every situation. 
14

 One teacher explained that parents might not be involved in school because they have such a lot of 
respect for teachers (1-3-2013). Another teacher said that parents used to play outside in Morocco 
when they were young, maybe therefore, they do not know they should buy toys for their children to 
have something to play with inside the house (15-3-2013). 
15

 Delpit describes that often teachers call parents ‘uncaring’ when they are saying ‘But that’s the 
school’s job’. According to her, teachers fail to understand that “if the parents were members of the 
culture of power and lived by its rules and codes, then they would transmit those codes to their children. 
In fact, they transmit another culture that children must learn at home in order to survive their 
communities.” (Delpit, 1998:30) 
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Many children have to stay inside the house. Lots of TV. But not the TV I want. Or that I 

recommend to them. Lots of computer, but not the games I recommend. As long as they are 

quiet. When the children are active, they are labeled: “difficult”. Of course there are families 

with five to six children here. So, mama’s in the kitchen and the youngest just have to be quiet. 

        (teacher, 15-3-2013) 

The differences in pedagogical ideas between teachers and parents were a recurrent topic of 

conversation. Sometimes, for example, there are problems with children who do not accept 

'mild' instructions (‘Would you sit down?’), because at home they are accustomed to directives 

(‘Sit down!’). Delpit (1998), in her research on multicultural classrooms in the United States, 

similarly explains that black students may not understand indirect statements as direct 

commands. Black children, she argues, might have difficulty interpreting the indirect requests 

from “white” teachers16. Especially when authority is obtained through physical punishment at 

home, a headmaster stated (1-3-2013), questions such as ‘Would you like to start reading?’ 

would be interpreted optional rather than as a directive. 

  School and parents not only differ in their pedagogical ideas, but also in their cultural 

ideas concerning religion, notions of male/female roles, and so on. A teacher of a nursery 

group explained that he can already see the culturally-specific gender roles in the 4-6 year olds 

that are transmitted from parents to children. “The boys can do everything”, he said, “whereas 

the girls are told that they should be modest and keep themselves in the background” (15-3-

2013). He also explained that some parents do not want him to tell their children that Santa 

Claus exists. They are afraid that, when the children find out he does not, they will also doubt 

whether Allah exists. 

 Sometimes parents do not want their child to be in my class because I'm a man. Well, then the  

  policy is: just go to another school. 

        (teacher, 15-3-2013) 

Generally, teachers do not have the impression that children find it difficult to ‘switch’ 

between different worlds at home and at school. However, some teachers do see that children 

encounter problems in their first period in school. Some children ‘get confused’ (1-3-2013) in 

the way the ‘Dutch’ teacher treats them, in contrast to how they are treated at home. In a 

way, all children have to get used to going to school, “whether they are of Dutch or Moroccan 

                                                           
16

 Delpit argues that black children might be insensitive to ‘progressive educational strategies’ (Delpit, 
1998:29), because in their view, a teacher is ‘authoritative’ and thus must act like it. 
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descent” (15-3-2013), although some migrant children have to “wait and see how things work 

a little longer” (27-2-2013). One teacher, however, said she had never thought about the fact 

that her pupils have to make a ‘switch’ when coming to school. During our interview, she 

suddenly realized that the school expects an enormous behavioral adaptation of the children. 

“All the expectations the school imposes on them”, she said, “it must take a lot of energy” (1-

3-2013). 

 

4.2.2 Children’s perspectives: ‘mixing’ and ‘blending’ 

For migrant children in Slotermeer, copying parents’ behavior, as in the conventional approach 

to cultural transmission, is not enough to be able to socialize in ‘public’ settings such as the 

school. Many second generation migrant children are the first in their families to be engaged in 

the Dutch educational system, and to learn the Dutch language. This does not necessarily 

imply that code-switching is something problematic for these children. The second generation 

does not know any better than growing up with cultural diversity. They live in a neighbourhood 

with people with various nationalities. In school, the children are encouraged to collaborate 

with children with all kinds of cultural backgrounds. Because cultural diversity is a given, many 

children are not aware of the different cultural requirements they have to adapt to in their 

daily lives. For them, navigating through these settings is a natural process: 

 

  Researcher:  Do you find the differences easy or also difficult sometimes? 

  Hílal:  I think it’s just normal. I can deal with both. 

 

        (interview , 18-3-2013) 

 

I also found a ‘naturalness’ in the way the children behaved during home visits. They 

automatically translated from their parents to me and the other way around, even though this 

was not always necessary.  

 

Children’s Cultures 

Hirschfeld states that children are not “vehicles into which culture is poured” (Hirschfeld, 

2002:612): children not only adapt to adult culture, but also create their own (sub)cultures 

that are independent from adults. ‘Culture making’, or the way children contribute to 'making' 
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culture with other children, is referred to by Hirschfeld as ‘children’s culture’ (2002:614). He 

argues that children’s cultures must be seen as substantially different and independent from 

the adult environments in which they are embedded. He argues that children’s culture, like 

any other cultural environment, is not bounded, stable nor static. Children’s cultures are 

constantly transforming, fragmented, and negotiable (2002:615).  

Long et al. (2007) argue that children in cross-cultural settings (e.g. a Bangladeshi 

British girl in London) blend knowledge from multiple worlds (home, school, popular culture, 

religious and other community settings) to reinvent new spaces and practices for learning 

(2007:240). For instance Dunya, who speaks Kurdish with her mother, taught herself some 

Turkish and Moroccan to be able to communicate with her friends at school: 

 

  Researcher:  What languages do you speak? 

  Dunya:   Eh, I speak a few words, what’s it called… French! 

Researcher:  And what else? 

Dunya:  Kurdish. And Turkish. 

Researcher:  And how have you learned these languages? 

Dunya:   With my friends at school I speak Turkish, and with others Moroccan.   

        (informal interview, 14-11-2012) 

Although Dunya could easily speak Dutch with her friends, she chose to learn her friends’ 

mother tongue to be able to communicate with them more intimately. As argued by Adler and 

Adler, friends provide children with a feeling of belonging and a ‘foundation of identity’ 

(2003:115). Teachers think that children only speak Dutch in school, however, Dunya’s 

example shows that children create their own sub-cultural environments, taking cultural 

practices from one context to another, resulting in a creative ‘blending’ of cultural practices 

(Long et al., 2007:240). 

 

4.3 Negotiating identity 

Both cultural switching and identification, I believe, are processes of negotiating certain 

aspects of the self to create behavior that connects to the norms and characteristics of the 
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social setting or larger society. I believe that people have one identity – and not multiple ones - 

but what they communicate, highlight or emphasize depends on the context17. 

 

Conceptualizing ‘bi-cultural’ identity 

According to Sundar ‘ethnic’ and ‘bi-cultural’ identity (2008:255) are continuously being 

studied as fixed variables that cannot shift over time and across situations. Whereas lot of 

research has been done on the ethnic identity of migrants, it “is limited by the assumption that 

complex identities can be understood as either one’s identification to one’s ethno-racial roots 

or to the mainstream” (2008:254). Her study shows, however, that second generation South 

Asian-Canadian youth strategically negotiate different aspects of their identity to achieve 

particular objectives in different environments. She gives the example of a girl who claims that 

she highlights the more South Asian qualities of herself in family settings, whereas in 

‘mainstream’ situations she presents the more Canadian aspects of herself. By making these 

strategic choices, she adjusts to the expectations of her environment and as a result gains a 

sense of belonging among the members of the certain group (Sundar, 2008:267).  

 In the Kids Club, in an exercise I named Emotion Masks, the children made a list of 

‘masks’ they put in their daily lives and assigned them to different places. The children, for 

instance, said that on the street they express the ‘tough’ side of themselves, whereas in the 

community center they can be ‘happy’ or ‘funny’ (25-2-2013) (see Appendix VI: Emotion Masks 

for all responses). In my role as a ‘researcher-teacher’, I also showed a specific side of myself – 

leaving out the private ‘me’ I express when spending time with friends. For example, I did not 

share my personal thoughts concerning ‘homosexuality’ with the children; instead, I tried to 

take a neutral position during the discussions in the Kids Club. This relates to Goffman’s 

concepts of the ‘overcommunication’ and ‘undercommunication’ of (ethnic) identity as 

“showing off” (Goffman 1959 in Eriksen 2010:27) one’s identity or downplaying it.  

 

“Turkish or Moroccan?” - the importance of background 

In the Kids Club, the children were highly aware of the ethnic background of the people 

surrounding them. “Turkish or Moroccan?” (22-1-2013) the children asked to every non-Dutch 

looking person entering the room of the community center. 

                                                           
17

  There is an extensive amount of literature on processes of identification, however, since it only is a 
small topic within my research, I have decided to limit this section to the literature on ‘bi-cultural’ 
identity and identification processes in relation to children. 
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Dunya:   Miss, are you a Dutchwoman? 

  Researcher: Yes, and you too, right? You live here… 

 Dunya:  Yes, that’s true. But I’m not a REAL Dutchwomen. 

         (informal interview, 26-4-2013) 

Children in Slotermeer grow up in socializing frames that cause them to self-identify as 

belonging to particular ethnicities and communities. These socializing frames influence notions 

of the self and the other, and the way the self is categorized. For example, Dunya, in the above 

excerpt, said not to consider herself a ‘real Dutchwoman’ (26-4-2013). Samya, during a 

discussion in the Kids Club, said that she feels predominantly ‘Moroccan’, because when she is 

in Morocco, she does not feel ‘Dutch’ anymore (25-3-2013).  

  The children also ascribe certain behavior to certain ethnic groups. For instance, I once 

heard during a homework class that Moroccan children are allowed to copy because they are 

‘lazy’ (30-10-2012). The same is described by Graumans (2005) in her research on the social 

meaning of ethnicity she conducted at two mixed primary schools in the Netherlands. She 

explains that ‘tough’ and ‘wild’ behavior is labeled as ‘Moroccan’, but when this sort of 

behavior is displayed by children of Dutch origin, it is also labeled ‘Moroccan’ (Graumans, 

2005:71). Ethnicity, she argues, is a category often used by children to ‘classify’ themselves and 

other children in mixed school environments (2005:100). 

 Researcher: Do you think it is important to know someone’s origin? 

  Salim:  I'm not going to say “Yes, he’s a Moroccan boy and I'm a Turk, so I'm not going  

    to be his friend”. So therefore I do not need to know. 

         (Kids Club, 11-2-2013) 

Salim’s answer shows that although children make ethnic categorizations, ethnicity does not 

appear to be a motive when entering into friendships. Similarly, Graumans points to instances 

where children, although they make ethnic categorizations, hardly mentioned ethnicity as the 

basis for establishing interactions with other children (2005:65). 
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4.4 Conclusion 

How and why do migrant children practice ‘cross-setting code-switching’? 

The concept of ‘cross-cultural code-switching’ is defined as “the act of purposefully modifying 

one’s behavior” (Molinsky, 2007:623), in a way that enables one to obtain a secure feeling 

from the notion of belonging to a group (Bartels et al., 2010; Sundar, 2008; Den Uyl, 2010). The 

‘home-school switch’, in particular, entails shifting between two different ‘cultural meaning 

systems’ (Benet-Martínez et al., 2006:387), that can be contrasting in migrant children’s 

experience (Chan, 2007:177). Teachers see great differences between the school and home 

environment of the children, yet children seem to navigate between these settings naturally. 

 

From the teachers’ perspective, the majority of the children in Slotermeer speak their parents’ 

mother tongue at home and Dutch at school. Yet children’s narratives showed that children do 

speak multiple languages at school (and also at home). Teachers did not talk about a ‘switch’, 

but about a “gap” between the school and parents. Teachers often perceive migrant parents’ 

education as ‘authoritarian’, and believe that this impedes children accepting ‘mild’ or 

‘indirect’ requests in their classroom (Delpit, 1998:34). Also, as discussed earlier, many 

teachers talked about transmitting the “Dutch norms and values” to their pupils, emphasizing 

the differences between parents and teachers concerning cultural ideas (religion, gender roles, 

etc.). The children, on the other hand, do not problematize the linguistic and cultural 

differences they have to deal with on a daily basis. From the children’s perspective there is a 

constant ‘mixing’ and ‘blending’ of cultural knowledge in every situation (Long et al., 

2007:240). In retrospect, this makes the concept of code-switching not only applicable to 

compare behavior between settings, but also within settings, as children create their own 

‘children’s cultures’ (Hirschfeld, 2002:614) within adult environments. 

The ‘home-school 

switch’ 

Teacher’s perspective Children’s perspective 

Linguistic differences At home, children speak their 

parents’ mother tongue, at school, 

they have to speak Dutch. 

Various languages are spoken at 

home and at school. 

Cultural differences Parents are authoritarian; therefore 

children find it difficult to accept 

‘mild’ instructions from teachers.  

Creative ‘mixing’ and ‘blending’ of 

cultural practices (Long et al., 

2007:240) 
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  In a way, code-switching applies to everyone in every situation, as it relates to 

negotiating aspects of one’s identity in different contexts. Migrant youth strategically 

negotiate certain aspects of their identity to achieve particular objectives in different contexts 

(Sundar, 2008:267). The children categorize themselves, and other children, through their 

(parents’) ethnic background, and also ascribe certain behavior to certain ethnic groups. 

However, ethnicity appeared not to be a criterion for positively or negatively valuing friendship 

relations (Graumans, 2005:100). 
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Chapter 5. Personal and Social Variables 

 

Personal capabilities, such as language skills, and external factors can increase or decrease the 

level of successful adaptation. To determine which personal and social variables influence 

children’s code-switching behavior, participatory discussion methods were carried out during 

the Kids Club. Adult interviewees were asked how they see the importance of context, and 

what competences they think are necessary for the code-switching behavior of migrant 

children. Observing the children in different settings was particularly helpful, to identify the 

skills and environmental opportunities/constraints affecting children’s code-switching 

behavior. In this chapter, the following sub-question will be discussed: 

 

What are the personal and social variables influencing cross-setting code-switching? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

5.1 Conceptualizing ‘competences’ 

Literature provides us with a significant number of analytical tools with which to examine the 

competences necessary in cross-cultural interaction. A relevant concept is that of ‘syncretism’: 

“the reinvention of culture that occurs as people draw on different resources” (Duranti 2001; 

Hendry 1999 in Long et al., 2007:241). Another term for syncretism that is often used in 

research is that of ‘hybridity’ (Long et al., 2007:241); the way children appropriate resources 

from various contexts. Sundar uses a related concept; ‘bi-cultural competence’ (2008:255), 

which means the ability to successfully integrate aspects of both the culture of origin and the 

mainstream culture.  

  Molinsky has identified a relationship between individual ‘cultural skills’ (2007:623) 

and successful switching performance. Paraphrasing Earley and Ang (2003), he states that 

cultural intelligence contains a set of three capabilities: 1) ‘cognitive capabilities’, 2) 

‘motivational capabilities’ and 3) ‘behavioral capabilities’ (Earley & Ang, 2003 in Molinsky, 

2007:632). ‘Cultural knowledge’ (2007:626), he argues, is an important personal variable 

influencing code-switching performance. An individual must also possess ‘metacognitive 

PERSONAL VARIABLES SOCIAL VARIABLES 
CROSS-

SETTING 

CODE-

SWITCHING 
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ability’ (Earley & Ang, 2003 in Molinsky, 2007:626), to determine the norms for accepted 

behavior in social interaction. Stanton-Salazar comes up with a similar concept, ‘decoding 

skills’ (1997:13), referring to the explicit and implicit understanding of the rules of 

“appropriate” behavior to be able to ‘decode the system’ (1997:13). Lastly, Molinsky argues 

that cross-cultural code-switching is a behavioral act – that is, code-switchers must sufficiently 

execute novel behaviors. He describes this as the ‘task performance’ dimension of code-

switching (as cited by Van Maanen, 1979, in Molinsky, 2007:624), which relates to the 

‘behavioral capabilities’ described by Earley and Ang (2003, in Molinsky, 2007:632). 

 

Personal Variables Concepts 

Migrant children’s ability to draw upon 

different resources and integrate them 

Syncretism/ hybridity (Duranti 2001; Hendry 1999 in 

Long et al., 2007:241) (Long et al, 2007:241) 

Bi-cultural competence (Sundar, 2008:255) 

Migrant children’s ability to determine what 

is “appropriate” behavior 

Decoding skills (Stanton-Salazar, 1997:13) 

Metacognitive ability (Earley & Ang, 2003 in Molinsky, 

2007:626) 

Migrant children’s ability to perform code-

switching 

 

Task performance dimension of code-switching (Van 

Maanen, 1979, in Molinsky, 2007:624) 

Behavioral capabilities, dimension of cultural 

intelligence (Earley & Ang, 2003 in Molinsky, 2007:632) 

 

Results 

 

5.2 Personal Variables 

Language skills 

A main competence in cross-setting code-switching is the mastery of different languages, or 

‘linguistic code-switching’ as defined by Heller (1988 in Molinsky, 2007:623). Language is 

important to be able to make sense of a setting, and to act “appropriately”. For instance, 

mastering the Dutch language is a basic condition to be able to succeed in school18. While 

interacting with the children during the Kids Clubs I noticed that some children have a poor 

                                                           
18

 For example, during homework classes I had children who were very beta-intelligent, but were unable 
to get high grades in mathematics, as they could not fully understand the sums that were written as a 
story. 
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Dutch vocabulary. Often, I had to explain certain words during the introductions to exercises. 

For example, I asked the children to make a scene about an expedition to the North Pole. 

“Miss, what is ‘expedition’?” they asked immediately (28-1-2013). Having used this word 

before in many other groups, I did not expect the word to be difficult. Consequently, the 

children used me as a walking dictionary if they did not know a word:  

  Meral:   Teacher, what is it called if you are going to plant? 

  Researcher:   Gardening?                          

         (Kids Club, 28-1-2013) 

The children realize that language can be an obstacle. During the individual interviews I asked 

the children to imagine that a child from another country, who speaks no Dutch, was coming 

to their school for the first time. I wanted them to think about what a child would need to be 

able to succeed in a strange class in a foreign country. “You have to listen carefully to the 

teacher, she knows more, I do not know how Dutch people are” said Mohammed (25-3-2013). 

They also discussed what the other children would need to do in such a situation. “Just talk 

Dutch to him” said Salim. “Ask: ‘Can you get this for me?’ And he will learn, slowly” (25-3-

2013). However, not all children were as optimistic as Salim: 

I knew a girl like that. She came from Morocco, it was all very difficult for her and she did not 

understand a thing. If I were her, I would have stayed in Morocco. 

         (Samya, 25-3-2013) 

The example I presented to the children actually came from an earlier experience I had at a 

primary school. I was observing in a nursery class (4-6 years olds) when I saw a boy desperately 

looking around the classroom. The children were making lanterns for Sint Maarten’s Day, but 

the boy looked as he had no idea what was going on. When I asked his teacher, I heard that 

the boy came from Bulgaria and had arrived only the day before. The boy had traveled more 

than 2000 kilometers and was sent to school the first day in his new country (5-11-2012). (I felt 

sorry for the boy, but told myself that children are flexible and creative beings and that most 

probably he would be fine after a while.) 

 

Social skills: observing, copying 

When asking teachers what tools children need to be able to adapt to different settings, they 

often said that children must know about the “Dutch norms and values” to be able to succeed 



[59] 
 

in Dutch society (30-1-2013). Good education, motivation, respect, openness/honesty, 

assertiveness and punctuality were frequently cited as very important skills in switching. The 

skills a child may need to adapt to the home setting, however, were generally forgotten. The 

teachers thus have a narrow focus with regard to adjustment to Dutch society, instead of 

thinking both ways: how should a child behave at home and what do they need to ‘perform’ 

there? Some teachers did mention the home setting, but mostly in negative terms: "Children 

should always sit still on the coach" (1-3-2013), a teacher said, whilst at the same time 

expressing her disapprovement of the way children can be approached by parents. 

  In light of the teachers' narrow focus, I had to look for a new way to get the 

information I needed from them. To make the teachers think more thoroughly about the skills 

children use during code-switching I decided to use Stanton-Salazar´s study on minority 

children and youth. He describes that students who better understand the rules of social 

interaction in institutional life (school), have more opportunities for long-term success as 

adults in society (1997:11). I wondered how the teachers would explain this mechanism so 

asked them the following question: "Research shows that when people are better able to 

switch, higher school/career results are achieved. Could you explain this?" (see Appendix VII: 

Preparation Adult Interviews for all questions). This led to fascinating conversations about the 

way children learn in ‘neutral’ terms, instead of preconceived ideas about how children should 

behave according to the supposedly “Dutch” society.  

  According to a social worker from the educational center, ‘observing’ and ‘copying’ 

(14-2-2013) are the most important skills for children in Slotermeer to learn what behavior is, 

or is not, accepted in a setting. Nonverbal communication plays an important role in the 

socialization19 of all children. A great deal of social learning happens through the nonverbal: a 

child learns through observing well and copying the behavior they observe around them. 

  I do not go to the mosque, but I join my grandmother when she is praying. I watch what she  

  does, and then I just join in sitting next to her, and then I watch TV again.  

         (Salim, 25-3-2013) 

As argued by Molinsky, ‘cultural intelligence’ (Earley & Ang, 2003 in Molinsky, 2007:622) is 

critical for the effectiveness of a code-switch. A headmaster of a primary school told me that if 

a child is intelligent, he or she will develop adequate social skills and will thus be a good code-

switch performer – as well as achieve higher school and career results (1-3-2013). However, 
                                                           
19

 ‘Socialization’ is a process in which young people learn cultural knowledge and behavior to participate 
in existing social worlds (Stanton-Salazar, 1997:21). 
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another teacher put it differently, saying that a child who is a good code-switcher wastes less 

time figuring out how he or she should socially behave during class. This child, then, has more 

energy to channel into learning, which will eventually pay off in higher school results, or a 

better career (1-3-2013). I felt that I agreed with this teacher, because I believe that social 

skills and intelligence are two separate qualities. A child can have rich social skills while scoring 

average or low on school tests. A child who gets high grades may seem more intelligent than 

other children in the class, but may simply have been a good code-switcher initially and 

therefore had more time and energy to devote his classroom hours to learning. On the other 

hand, of course, children with low grades might be just as intelligent as the pupils with high 

marks, but their intellectual potential may remain undeveloped when all their energy is put 

into observing and trying to learn behavioral norms in the ‘strange’ setting. It could also be 

that teachers do not notice a child's intellectual potential because all the attention is drawn to 

their maladjusted behavior. This could lead to a ‘vicious circle’ in which the teacher constantly 

criticizes “mistakes” and the child becomes more and more insecure about his switching-skills, 

at the expense of his commitment to learning in school. Molinsky refers to this as an unsafe 

environment affecting the degree of ‘psychological safety’ (2007:626) a person experiences 

while performing unfamiliar behavior (this is not a personal, but a contextual variable20).  

  

Personality 

A child’s personality determines how the environment responds. If a child is calm and well-

behaved, for example, it is most likely that others will behave similarly towards them. Children 

in Slotermeer, however, are often pedagogically ‘challenging’ - to say it correctly – rather than 

calm and well-behaved. The children are aware of this and mention it themselves. During an 

introduction exercise a girl introduced herself saying that she does not like doing the dishes 

and ‘annoying children’ (28-2-2013), because then she cannot play together with them. During 

a writing exercise on dream jobs in one of my theatre classes, Douha (11) writes: 

Later, I want to be a kickboxer. [...] I want to teach in Bos and Lommer [Amsterdam West] but 

only to children who are very sweet and normal. 

        (theatre activity, 18-4-2013) 

                                                           
20 According to Molinsky, the three main contextual variables influencing the way an individual 

experiences switching are: 1) ‘complexity of the norms’, 2) ‘discrepancy’ between the native and foreign 

culture, and 3) ‘psychological safety’ (a ‘safe’ atmosphere). 
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In my classes, children were often ‘exploring’ the boundaries between good and bad behavior. 

For example, in an assignment about things you like and things you do not like, a girl wrote 

that she does not like ‘Miss Sara’ (28-1-2013). This was quite shocking for me since it was only 

the first Kids Club. It felt like a test of whether the teacher would respond correctly. I told her 

calmly that she had reached the edge of my tolerance, and if she crossed the line I would send 

her home immediately. 

  As a teacher, I have become stricter in the past year working with children in 

Slotermeer. To prevent 'challenging' behavior from getting out of control, I react earlier to 

minor violations of the rules that previously, I would have turned a blind eye to. The 

community center setting has become a place with more rules and restrictions as a 

consequence of the children’s ‘challenging’ behavior. The contact between a teacher and a 

group of children is a constant interplay that can thus sharpen the way a setting is shaped and 

communicated. In other words; a setting is not only something children have to adapt to, they 

also play a part in co-creating it through the way they behave and interact with the 

‘gatekeeper’ of the setting (teacher, parent, etc.). This reinforces the view that children must 

be perceived as ‘cultural actors’ (Hirschfeld, 2002:616), acting independently from adults. 

 

5.3 Social Variables 

So far I have discussed the individual skills and competences influencing code-switching 

behavior. It is also important, however, to examine ways in which agency can be enacted by 

children within the context of parents, teachers, and the wider society. Agency implies that an 

individual is fully able to do things and make decisions based on their own choices. This notion 

of children as a fully conscious agent, “who can be aware of all their own desires and 

motivations” (Holt, 2010:15), however, ignores the fact that there are pressures and 

constraints operating upon them21. 

  

                                                           
21 Examining the ways people move within social forces is conceptualized by Vigh as ‘social navigation’ 

(2009:419); meaning the ways how people respond to or escape from the confining structures imposed 

upon them. Vigh argues, however, that the present understanding of the concept seems to take the 

stability of the environment for granted. He therefore advocates a flexible approach that captures not 

only the way people move in the environment but also how the environment moves itself. He describes 

this as “motion within motion” (Vigh, 2009:420). 



[62] 
 

Social environment: parents, community 

According to a linguist from the educational center, the attitude of migrant children’s parents 

determines to what extent a child can perform a ‘switch’. She believes that when migrant 

parents feel more comfortable in the ‘new’ culture, children will be able to adjust more easily: 

   If since early childhood parents give to their children the message ‘we want you to speak  

  Dutch’, then I think that children also easier focus on the Dutch language. It doesn’t matter if  

  other cultural aspects are present at home; if just all doors are open to the future of their child. 

         (linguist, 27-2-2013) 

The linguist believes that parents’ positive attitudes towards the Dutch language is the most 

important condition for migrant children’s code-switching development. She believes that 

after language, all the other developing regions - such as a child’s ability to adapt to ‘other’ 

behavioral standards - will then come naturally22. This suggests that parents’ positive attitudes 

towards the mainstream culture, as well as that of the wider (ethnic) community, can improve 

a child’s ability to code-switch. When the behavioral demands of a situation – for example at 

school - do not correspond with a child’s core system of values, ‘identity conflict’ (Molinsky, 

2007:629) can arise. I assume that, when parents do not allow their children to deviate from   

their value systems, tensions can arise when children adapt to the ‘public’ sphere23.  

 

Socio-economic barriers 

It was not until analysing the data I had collected that I discovered that 'moving' (home or 

neighbourhood) is a recurring theme in the lives of my informants. Two children said they had 

just moved from another part of Amsterdam to Slotermeer (4-2-2013, 18-3-2013). One child 

said he is moving to another house nearby soon (25-3-2013). According to the statistics, 

moving mobility can reach almost 40 percent in particular places in the neighbourhood, which 

means that 40 percent of the residents have moved within a period of one year (Van der Oord 

et al., 2010:8). 

   

                                                           
22

 However she does not advise parents to talk Dutch to their children if they lack fluency. Children will 
then end up with two language deficiencies; in Dutch and their mother tongue. 
23

 Benet-Martínez conceptualises this as ‘oppositional’ versus ‘compatible’ identities (2002:496). She 
states that biculturals with integrated cultural identities, meaning; they do not see their dual identities 
as oppositional but as compatible, easier switch from one to the other.   
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  Researcher:  Salim, can you describe the kind of house you’re living in? 

  Salim:   We’re going to move 

  Researcher: Oh, where to? 

  Salim:  To Turkey! ... No, just joking. To another house nearby, with four bedrooms.  

          (interview, 25-03-2013) 

In a neighbourhood characterized by housing demolition, poverty and unemployment, children 

not only have to deal with linguistic and sociocultural barriers, but also with socioeconomic 

barriers. ‘Socioeconomic barriers’, Stanton-Salazar (1997:24) argues, can prevent children from 

fully participating in the school’s social world. In particular, lack of economic resources can 

prevent children from joining in activities or establishing relations with peers.  

  Moving is usually seen as a major event for children, but while I talked to the children 

about this they seemed not to be bothered by it emotionally. It could be that children in 

Slotermeer get used to changing situations from a very young age. This made me realize that 

not only are there personal and social variables making code-switching possible; some 

circumstances make it a necessity for children to be able to flexibly deal with different and 

changing settings. However, I have to say that all child-informants moved within Amsterdam 

New-West, and only one had to change school. Yet this girl, who had just started going to a 

new school, made a very relaxed impression – she had quickly made friends with the children 

in her street who happened to be in the same class in school. Again this shows the importance 

of the street culture in Slotermeer, and how it can function as a space where ‘borders’24 

(Stanton-Salazar, 1997:22) and barriers can come together and be crossed25.   

 

5.4 Conclusion 

Personal and social variables can increase or decrease the level of ‘cross-setting code-

switching’ performance, as well as the way it is experienced by the individual. Teachers seem 

to have a narrow focus on children's adjustment to “Dutch” society, thinking exclusively about 

                                                           
24

 According to Stanton-Salazar, ‘borders’ are “real or perceived lines that demarcate one world or 
setting from others”. They function “to alert people to the rules and requirements necessary for effective 
participation within the respective world or social setting” (1997:22). 
25

 According to Blackmon and Vera, Oliver (2006) argues that ‘street socialization’ (Blackmon & Vera, 
2008:48) is an alternative form of socialization underclass/low-income black young adults may be 
exposed to. 
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the child's behavior and performance at school, whilst neglecting to take into account 

behavioral adjustments required to 'perform' in the home setting. As suggested by Molinsky, 

as well as by the teachers, there is a relationship between ‘cultural intelligence’ (Earley & Ang, 

2003 in Molinsky, 2007:622) and the quality of code-switching. How exactly intelligence and 

code-switching relate, however, remains unclear, since cognitive abilities are beyond the scope 

of anthropological inquiry. 

  Linguistic competence, related to Heller’s concept of ‘linguistic code-switching’ (1988 

in Molinsky, 2007: 623), is a main personal variable affecting the quality of a ‘switch’. On the 

other hand, it was also suggested that parents’ attitude towards the Dutch language affects 

children’s code-switching attempts. A ‘safe’ environment, Molinsky (2007:626) argues, in 

which individuals can make mistakes, positively influences the degree of code-switching. Social 

variables, such as parents and the wider community, affect children’s attempts to perform 

'new' behavior. In a neighbourhood characterized by housing demolition, poverty and 

unemployment, children not only have to deal with linguistic and sociocultural barriers, but 

also with socioeconomic barriers. These ‘socioeconomic barriers’ (Stanton-Salazar, 1997:24), 

can prevent children from engaging in certain settings or joining in activities with peers. 

Finally, it must be emphasized that children not only adapt to (adult) settings; they 

also co-create settings through the ways in which they behave and interact with the 

‘gatekeeper’ of the setting (teacher, parent, etc.). As ‘cultural actors’ (Hirschfeld, 2002:616) 

children are not just passively socialised into 'adult' settings, but should instead be recognised 

as agents in the shaping of these settings - as well as settings within settings. 

 

Summary of Variables 

Personal Variables 

 Linguistic competence: ability to switch from one language to another; related to 

‘linguistic code-switching’ (Heller, 1988 in Molinsky, 2007:623) 

 Bi-cultural competence: ability to draw upon different resources and integrate them 

(Sundar, 2008:255); similar to ‘syncretism’/’hybridity’ (Duranti 2001; Hendry 1999 in 

Long et al., 2007:241) (Long et al., 2007:241) 

 Decoding competence: ability to observe and determine what is “appropriate” 

behavior (Stanton-Salazar, 1997:13); similar to ‘metacognitive ability’ (Earley & Ang, 

2003 in Molinsky, 2007:626) 
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 Performance competence: ability to copy behavior and perform cross-setting code-

switching; ‘task performance’ dimension of code-switching (Van Maanen, 1979, in 

Molinsky, 2007:624); related to ‘behavioral capabilities’ (Earley & Ang, 2003 in 

Molinsky, 2007:632) 

 

Social Variables 

 Social environment: the safety of a context (e.g. parents are supportive) determines 

children’s attempts to ‘switch’; related to ‘contextual variables’ (Molinsky, 2007:626) 

 Socio-economic barriers: can form obstacles to engage in settings (Stanton-Salazar, 

1997:24) 
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Chapter 6. Conclusion 

 

This thesis, based on qualitative research on first and second generation migrant children in 

the Netherlands, and their ways of navigating between different settings (e.g. home, school, 

etc.), used the following research question as a starting point: 

How do migrant children in Amsterdam New-West (Slotermeer) code-switch to mediate 

between different settings in their daily lives?  

 

Settings 

I argued that the daily life ‘settings’ of migrant children - conceptualized as different places 

with distinctive rules for what is “appropriate” behavior and what is not - require a constant 

flexibility, behavioral adaptation and understanding of what is socially accepted in different 

environments. By comparing the settings along three identifiers (location, language and 

people), while using various research methods, I showed that 1) the settings are physically 

separated, 2) predominantly linguistically and culturally differentiated, and 3) that socio-

economic factors also contribute to this differentiation. The contrast between the home and 

the school setting turned out to be particularly salient (Chan, 2007:177) – I referred to this as 

the ‘home-school switch’. The separation of settings according to linguistic differences is 

something of an oversimplication, though, due to the fact that children speak multiple 

languages at school amongst friends, and also at home, where they speak their parents’ 

mother tongue (Turkish, Moroccan, etc.) but also Dutch. 

 

Practices 

Building upon the concept of ‘cross-cultural code-switching’ (Molinksy, 2007), this thesis 

introduced the concept of ‘cross-setting code-switching’26 (coined by Sandra J.T.M. Evers), 

conceptualized as the act of modifying behavior to meet the norms of a specific setting, as a 

means of gaining a feeling of belonging to a group (Bartels et al., 2010; Sundar, 2008; Den Uyl, 

2010). Data obtained through the ‘Kids Club’ method (Van der Brug, 2011:44), suggest that 

migrant children implicitly distinguish between what knowledge counts at home or in school, 

                                                           
26

 Molinksy’s concept suggests that switching behavior only relates to ‘cultures’, whereas children also 
‘switch’ towards different socio-economic settings. Secondly, migrant children do not navigate between 
two rigidly-defined cultures, but can experience a dozen of contexts in their daily lives. Therefore, the 
concept of ‘cross-setting code-switching’ does more justice to migrant children’s experiences. 
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and are able to adapt their behavior towards these settings naturally. Teachers and social 

workers, however, seemed to have an understanding of migrant children’s code-switching as 

problematic, by emphasizing the “gap” between the home and the school. Additionally, 

research findings suggest that migrant children not only adapt to existing (adult) settings, but 

also create their own settings – or settings within settings27 - through what Long, Volk and 

Gregory describe as creative ‘blending’ (2007:240) of cultural knowledge and practices from 

multiple worlds. This thesis thereby argues for a critical stance towards an essentialist notion 

of culture as static and bounded, and shows that migrant children’s worlds are ever 

fragmented, fluid and negotiable (Hirschfeld, 2002:615).  

 

Personal and Social Variables 

Personal and social variables affect the quality of code-switching, as well as the way in which 

code-switching is experienced by the individual. Individual variables, such as ‘decoding’ 

(Molinsky, 2007:626; Stanton-Salazar, 1997:13) and ‘performance’ skills (Molinsky, 2007:624), 

can enhance the level of switching performance, whereas social variables can both positively 

or negatively affect code-switching behavior. An open environment (e.g. parents positively 

value the Dutch language, and want their children to learn) in which children are tolerated to 

engage in ‘new’ behavior and make mistakes, influence the extent to which a child feels ‘safe’ 

and will attempt code-switching (Molinsky, 2007:626). Negative social variables, such as 

socioeconomic barriers (Stanton-Salazar, 1997:24), can be obstructive in adaptation processes.    

 

Discussion 

Social relevance 

Offering an overview of the literature on cultural frame switching and migrant children, I 

criticized the conceptualization of migrant children as ‘victims’ of living ‘in-between two 

cultures’ (Bartels, 2001:46). By adopting a child-oriented perspective, this thesis shows that 

migrant children are no ‘victims’, but must be seen as resilient ‘social actors’ (Evers et al., 

2011:6) that are able to naturally mediate between settings.  

                                                           
27

 Hirschfeld (2002) refers to children’s ‘sub-settings’ within ‘adult settings’. 
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  Literature highlights the relationship between migrant children and education, 

providing quantitative data to emphasize the educational inequalities between “native” and 

migrant children. Only rarely, the question of what actually causes these differences, and why 

some young people do succeed in difficult circumstances, is posed. ‘Cross-setting code-

switching’, as an analytical tool, can help examine how migrant children deal with different 

‘cultural meaning systems’ (Benet-Martínez et al., 2006:387) in their daily lives and how this 

affects their schooling, instead of simply ascribing their educational deficiency “to the culture” 

or their “parents’ background”.  

  Schools with migrant students should consider the mechanism of code-switching, not 

only when it is visible (meaning: a child stands out because it is not properly adjusted to the 

school setting), but also when it is invisible (code-switching is successfully performed). Schools, 

as similarly argued by Stanton-Salazar (1997:15), should provide necessary trainings for 

effective decoding and performing to students, as well as special training for teachers to work 

in multicultural environments. Focusing on the transmittance of the “Dutch norms and values” 

in a one-sided manner, I argue, does not give true opportunities for long-term success in an 

ever-changing world (as I also believe that a normative stance only increases the “gap” 

between teachers and parents). 

 

Scientific relevance 

This thesis adopts a critical position towards the concept of ‘culture’, and offers a new concept 

to study migrant children across settings instead of across cultures: ‘cross-setting code-

switching’. By using innovative creative child-focused research methods such as Theatre 

Elicitation (Roerig, 2011), this thesis contributed to the growing body of research methods with 

children and the development of anthropological methodology in general. By gathering both 

children’s and adults’ perspectives, I disclosed the different understandings of migrant 

children’s code-switching behavior. This suggests that children must always be actively 

engaged in research processes, to able to gain a full understanding of topics concerning them, 

as well children’s wider worldviews. 

 

Future research 

Data indicates that code-switching is an act not explicitly communicated by second and third 

generation migrant children, which could indicate that code-switching behavior is merely an 
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internalized process not consciously experienced by its actor28. I have, however, the 

assumption that for second and third generation migrants code-switching can become 

externalized at a later age. During adolescence, certain values such as autonomy, 

independency and individuality versus honor, shame and family (Bartels, 2001:46) become 

more important because choices about study, work and marriage have to be made. I would 

therefore suggest doing future research on the navigation of migrant adolescents, in a similar 

context (Amsterdam New-West), to be able to compare how code-switching is experienced in 

different life stadia29. Additionally, it may also be interesting to follow different groups 

(containing children with and without migration backgrounds) and compare them on different 

aspects such as education and social wellbeing. 

  Ideally, children would be followed several years into adolescence, to examine “the 

long-term patterns of cultural adaptation” (Molinsky, 2007:633). Longitudinal study would also 

provide opportunities to examine the relation between the quality of code-switching and 

educational outcomes and career in later life (Stanton-Salazar, 1997; Delpit, 1998; Crul & 

Doomernik, 2003). Lastly, it would also be interesting to see how children, when they are 

grown up and (re)migrate to their parents’ country of origin, perform switching behavior 

there30.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

                                                           
28

 However, to make any statements about this, quantitative testing would be necessary. 
29

 Currently, Eva Malkus (Phd VU) researches youth in Osdorp (Amsterdam) and their navigation 
between home and school. 
30

 Bree, Davids and Haas (2010) conducted research on post-return experiences of Dutch-Moroccan 
return migrants. This research, however, focuses on ‘transnational belonging’ and not on code-
switching. 
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Executive summary 

 

Samya:   I asked a girl: "Where were you born?" and she said: "In a bed!" 

  Researcher:  That is actually true! And where were you born Hílal? 

Hílal:   I was born in the hospital, in Osdorp
31

.  

        (Kids Club, 11-2-2013) 

Wherever we come from, we are all born in a bed. In this sense, migrant children in 

Amsterdam New-West and I do not differ from each other. Yet, the location of the bed - the 

place where you are born - and also your parents’ place of birth, affect how your life looks, 

how it develops and the opportunities you are given. Do my life, and the lives of my child-

informants, look alike? At least for one year, they did. We were living in the same 

neighbourhood, we went to the same supermarket, I taught them, and they taught me.  

Imagine that you are one of those migrant children. You were born in Amsterdam 

New-West, but your parents are from Morocco. You grew up with your parents speaking 

Arabic to you. When you go to school for the first time, four years old, the teacher suddenly 

tells you that you need to speak Dutch. Maybe this is easy for you; you are someone who can 

easily adapt to a new environment. But maybe you feel you are not, linguistically, very 

talented. You learn so slowly that you feel that you do not progress at school, while you know 

you can do better. Or imagine that the teacher wants you to think for yourself about what to 

play, while at home you always hear directly from your parents what you should do. Or 

imagine that you have no rules at all in your house… Or maybe your parents do not like it that 

you learn all those “Dutch” things at school, such as celebrating Sinterklaas, and you feel like 

you have a conflict of identity. Would you get confused?  

And then the media even further highlight that you have a low CITO score, and blame 

“your parents’ culture”. But the problem is simply that you find it difficult to understand 

Dutch! Maybe your parents are not very rich, and you are living in a small apartment with four 

brothers and sisters. You cannot find a quiet space to do your homework, so what can you do 

other than play football on the street? In political discourse, you are often dismissed as a child 

living “in-between two cultures”. You do not see it like that. You mix, you speak different 

                                                           
31 Osdorp is a neighbourhood in Amsterdam New-West 
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languages with your friends in the playground. In fact, you do not know any better than 

growing up with cultural diversity - navigating through the different contextual requirements 

in your daily life is not something you see as ‘problematic’. Maybe, even, you are proud of the 

multicultural character of your neighbourhood, and stress that you have friends from several 

ethnic backgrounds. 

  So why did I spend one year of my life studying migrant children in Amsterdam New-

West? I have been fascinated by how migrant children are able to adapt to different contexts 

(e.g. school, home, etc.) on a daily basis. In this research I have attempted to examine how this 

act of ‘switching’ – or adaption – to different environments is practiced and what personal or 

external factors influence this act. By including children in the research process, I have gained 

children’s perspectives, and shown that migrant children are ‘pathfinders’ of living in culturally 

diverse settings - as they seem to naturally find ways to adapt to different environments.  
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Table Data 

 

Child-informants 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Pseudonym Age Cultural 

background 

Frequency 

participation  

Kids Club 

Extra 

Hílal (f) 11 Dutch-Turkish 9 (all) Interview, informal conversations, 

other activities in the community 

center 

Youssra (f) 9 Dutch-Moroccan 8 Interview, informal conversations 

Samya (f) 10 Dutch-Moroccan 8 Interview, informal conversations 

Salim (m) 11 Dutch-Turkish 8 Interview, informal conversations 

Hasna (f) 12 Dutch-Moroccan 6 Interview, informal conversations, 

other activities in the community 

center 

Mohammed (m) 10 Dutch-Moroccan 5 Interview, informal conversations, 

other activities in the community 

center 

Meral (f) 9 Dutch-Turkish 2 Informal conversations 

Dina (f) 

 

11 Dutch-Moroccan 1 Informal conversations, activities 

in the community center, home 

visit  

Mehtap (f) 11 Dutch-Turkish 

 

1 Informal conversations, activities 

in the community center, home 

visit 

Namira (f) 10 Dutch-Moroccan 1 Informal conversations, other 

activities in the community 

center, home visit 

Dunya (f) 8 Dutch-Kurdish - Informal conversations, activities 

in the community center, home 

visits, ‘fun’ activities such as the 

library and swimming pool 

Douha (f) 11 Dutch-Moroccan - Informal conversations, theatre 

activities 

                     Appendix I: Table Data 



Adult-informants 

 

 

 

                                                             
1
 As I have promised anonymity to my respondents, no names or organization’s names are mentioned in this 

table. 

Profession Organization
1
 Date interview 

Teacher Primary school 16-11-2012 

Intern begeleider (teacher for extra 

care, remedial teaching, and so on)  

Primary school 30-1-2013 

Social worker Ouder Kind Centrum (educational 

center) 

14-2-2013 

Linguist (speech therapist) Ouder Kind Centrum (educational 

center) 

27-2-2013 

Headmaster Primary school 28-2-2013 

Headmaster Primary school 1-3-2013 

Intern begeleider (teacher for extra 

care, remedial teaching, and so on) 

Primary school 1-3-2013 

Teacher (nursery class) Primary school 15-3-2013 



    

  

     

 

Amsterdam, februari 2013 

 

Beste, 

 

Dit is een officiële brief die je goed moet doorlezen, voordat je je handtekening 

zet. Ook je ouders moeten een briefje ondertekenen waarin staat dat jij mag 

meedoen. 

 

Wie ben ik? 

Ik ben Sara ter Beeke, 25 jaar, en al enkele jaren geef ik theaterles aan kinderen 

en jongeren.  Op dit moment studeer ik Antropologie op de Vrije Universiteit 

Amsterdam, dat is de studie van mensen en culturen. 

 

Wat is de ‘Kids Club’? 

Een club waarin we naast allerlei spelletjes en theater, serieus onderzoek doen 

naar kinderen in Slotermeer.  

 

Waarom? 

Ik wil graag weten hoe kinderen in Slotermeer omgaan met de culturele 

verschillen die zij dagelijks in hun leven tegenkomen. 

 

Wanneer? 

De ‘Kids Club’ is iedere maandag tussen 15.30 en 17.00 uur. Het is belangrijk, 

dat je iedere keer aanwezig bent. Natuurlijk mag je altijd stoppen als je echt niet 

meer mee wilt doen (wel even zeggen). 

 

Als je hieronder het briefje invult, geef je aan dat je graag wilt meedoen en dat 

je van plan bent om iedere week te komen. 

 

Mocht je vragen hebben, dan mag je mij altijd bellen of schrijven. 

Sara ter Beeke 

06 24482760 / projectvooruit@gmail.com 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

 

Datum: ____________________ 

 

Naam: ____________________ 

 

Ik wil wel/niet deelnemen aan de Kids Club. (omcirkel) 

 

Ik wil wel/niet gefilmd of gefotografeerd worden. (omcirkel) 

 

Handtekening: ____________________ 

 

         Appendix II: Consent Children 



Amsterdam, januari 2013 

 

Betreft: ‘Kids Club’ 

 

Beste ouder(s)/verzorger(s), 

 

Met deze brief wil ik u graag informeren over de ‘Kids Club’ die ik organiseer in het buurthuis van 

Project VoorUit op de Jacob Frankhof (2hs) voor kinderen tussen de 9 en 12 jaar.  

 

Wie ben ik? 

Ik ben Sara ter Beeke, 25 jaar, en ik ben theaterdocente. Ik woon in de Kolenkitbuurt in Bos & 

Lommer, en werk sinds augustus voor Project VoorUit, een initiatief waarin studenten zich inzetten 

voor activiteiten voor kinderen in de wijk, in ruil voor een woning. Al enkele jaren geef ik theaterles 

aan kinderen en jongeren en regisseer ik voorstellingen. De ‘Kids Club’ is een onderdeel van mijn 

huidige studie Antropologie op de Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam. Ik ben geïnteresseerd in hoe 

kinderen omgaan met de culturele verschillen die zij dagelijks in de wijk tegenkomen. 

 

‘Kids Club’ 

De ‘Kids Club’ zal iedere maandag plaatsvinden tussen 15.30 en 17.00 uur. Tijdens de club zullen de 

kinderen theater doen, spelletjes spelen en andere creatieve opdrachten krijgen. De thema’s die aan 

bod komen, zullen gerelateerd zijn aan mijn onderzoek zoals “school”, “vrienden” of “thuis”. Het is 

belangrijk, dat uw kind iedere keer aanwezig is. Natuurlijk mag uw kind er mee stoppen mocht hij/zij 

niet meer mee willen doen (dit graag vooraf laten weten).  

 

Omdat deze activiteit plaatsvindt in het kader van mijn Masteronderzoek, is het nodig om uw 

toestemming te vragen en die van de kinderen. Onderaan deze pagina vindt u een briefje, waarin u 

uw toestemming geeft aan uw kind om mee te doen. De kinderen krijgen zelf ook een briefje, waarin 

zij kunnen aangeven of ze mee willen doen of niet.  

 

Mocht u vragen hebben, dan kunt u altijd contact met mij opnemen. 

 

Vriendelijke groet, 

Sara ter Beeke 

06 24482760 

projectvooruit@gmail.com 

 

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Hierbij stem ik in met de afspraken en geef ik mijn kind toestemming mee te doen aan de ‘Kids Club’. 

 

Datum: ____________________ 

 

Naam ouder: ____________________ Naam kind: ____________________ 

 

Telefoon nummer: ____________________ Adres: ________________________ 

 

Ik geef mijn kind wel/geen toestemming om gefotografeerd of gefilmd te worden (uiteraard zal foto- 

of videomateriaal op geen enkele wijze zonder uw toestemming naar buiten worden gebracht). 

 

Handtekening ouder: ____________________ 

 

                     Appendix III: Consent Parents 



Amsterdam, 20 januari 2013 

 

Betreft: onderzoek kinderen Bos & Lommer/ Slotermeer 

 

 

Beste ................................., 

 

Allereerst zal ik mij even kort voorstellen, waarna ik vervolgens zal ingaan op mijn onderzoek en 

mijn verzoek aan uw school. 

 

Mijn naam is Sara ter Beeke, 25 jaar en woonachtig in de Kolenkitbuurt in Amsterdam West. Sinds 

augustus werk ik voor Project VoorUit, een initatief waarin studenten zich inzetten voor 

activiteiten voor kinderen in de wijk, in ruil voor een woning. Ik ben van oorsprong theaterdocent, 

maar sinds 2011 begonnen aan een studie antropologie op de Vrije Universiteit in Amsterdam.  

Het onderzoek waar ik op dit moment mee bezig ben vindt plaats in het kader van mijn Master. 

 

Mijn onderzoek richt zich op (tweede en derde generatie) migranten kinderen in Amsterdam  

West. Ik ben geïnteresseerd in hoe kinderen cultureel switchen tussen verschillende velden, waar 

zij dagelijks tussen navigeren. Denk aan de school en thuis, waar andere dingen van hen worden 

verwacht en andere regels gelden voor wat ‘hoort’ en ‘niet hoort’. Door middel van kwalitatief 

onderzoek wil ik erachter komen hoe kinderen switchen, onder welke condities en welke 

strategieën zij inzetten. Ik richt mij in eerste instantie op de kinderen zelf. Zo organiseer ik iedere 

maandag een ‘Kids Club’ in het buurthuis op de Jacob Frankhof in Slotermeer waar kinderen (9-12 

jaar) als mede-onderzoekers allerlei creatieve, kindgerichte onderzoeksmethoden uitvoeren. 

 

Daarnaast wil ik mijn onderzoek uitbreiden met verhalen en ervaringen van volwassenen die in 

het dagelijks leven te maken hebben met (tweede en derde generatie) migranten kinderen. Hoe 

zien zij de culturele verschillen tussen de thuissituatie en de schoolsituatie van de kinderen? 

Hebben zij het idee dat kinderen hun gedrag makkelijk kunnen aanpassen en hoe? Zien zij ook 

obstakels bij de kinderen om zich bijv. aan te passen aan de normen en waarden van de school? 

Door middel van interviews met maatschappelijk werkers, leerkrachten en andere mensen 

werkzaam in Amsterdam West wil ik een antwoord vinden op o.a. deze vragen.  

                     Appendix IV: Letter to Primary Schools 



Wat heeft de praktijk hieraan? Dat zult u zich wellicht afvragen. Onderzoek suggereert dat  

naarmate mensen beter in staat zijn cultureel te ‘switchen’, zij op de langere termijn zich beter 

kunnen aanpassen in de maatschappij en bovendien hogere schoolresultaten behalen (Molinsky 

2007, Stanton-Salazar 1997, Delpit 1988, Crul & Doomernik 2003). Echter, er is weinig bekend 

over hoe kinderen dit doen, en in welke mate zij zich er bewust van zijn of niet. Meer kennis 

hierover kan leiden tot meer inzicht in hoe deze vaardigheden bij migranten kinderen 

gestimuleerd kunnen worden. 

 

Heel graag zou ik één interview (of meerdere) afleggen met u of een leerkracht van uw school. 

Het interview heeft een informeel karakter, waarin ik 30-45 minuten een gesprek zal hebben 

met de geïnterviewde rondom een aantal vragen en thema’s. De uitkomsten zullen uiteraard 

alleen gebruikt worden voor het onderzoek en op geen enkele wijze anderzijds naar buiten 

worden gebracht. Daarnaast is er de mogelijkheid om als geïnterviewde alleen anoniem vermeldt 

te worden. Uiteraard zal ik, mocht u daarin geïnteresseerd zijn, de uiteindelijke onderzoeks-

resultaten naar u toesturen. 

 

Het onderzoek wordt vanuit de Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam begeleidt door Dr Sandra J.T.M. 

Evers, Universitair Hoofddocent bij de Afdeling Sociale en Culturele Antropologie. Zij is ook de 

voorzitter van een groot Europees netwerk van specialisten op het gebied van de antropologie 

van kinderen en jongeren. 

 

Ik neem volgende week telefonisch contact met u op, zodat u uw eventuele deelname kunt 

bevestigen en ik een afspraak kan maken voor een bezoek. 

 

Mocht u nog vragen hebben, neem dan gerust contact met mij op. 

 

Vriendelijke groet, 

Sara ter Beeke 

06 33055748 

saraterbeeke@gmail.com 



Overview Kids Club Methods 

 

 

 

 

 

Type of 
method 

Method Source Data 

 
Theatre 
Elicitation 

 
Living Statues 
Scenes of Places 
Scenes of Situations 
Children make a statue 
(freeze, photo) of a 
specific place (street, 
school, etc.) 

 
Inspired by a theatre 
exercise (‘image theatre’) by 
Gerdje Pijper (1994) 

 
Differences between different settings 
in the daily lives of the children: 

- Practices (cultural, religious, 
etc.) 

- Behavior (formal, informal, 
etc.) 

- Structures (power relations, 
rules and regulations) 
 

 
Scenes of Places 
Children work in groups 
to make theatrical 
scenes of important 
places in their daily lives  

 
This idea developed during a 
discussion in the Masters 
Children and Anthropology 
group 

 
Differences between different 
settings: 

- Language 
- Practices (cultural, religious, 

etc.) 
- Behavior (formal, informal, 

etc.) 
- Structures (power relations, 

rules and regulations) 
- Meaning of life (ideas, 

religion, etc.) 
 

 
Scenes of Situations 
Children work in groups 
to make theatrical 
scenes of specific 
situations such as: 

- what if you do 
NOT behave 
‘appropriately’ 
in a setting? 

- how do you tell 
your mother/ 
teacher that 
you are in love/ 
failed a test/ 
etc.?  

 
This idea developed in 
collaboration with Sandra 
Evers during a meeting 
about the research proposal 

 
The act of modifying behavior to a 
cultural setting:  

- How children perform 
adaptive behavior such as 
change of language, cultural 
practices, etc. in a specific 
setting 

- How children do not perform 
adaptive behavior 
 

Skills that are necessary during the act 
of code-switching: 

- Learning skills 
- Cultural understanding 
- Capabilities 
- Reflexive skills 
- Etc. 
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Type of 
method 

Method Source Data 

 
Drawing 
Elicitation 

 
Collage 
Children make a creative 
collage using pictures from 
magazines, followed by a 
presentation about the Kids 
Club 
 

 
Developed by the 
researcher 

 
Children’s evaluations of the Kids 
Club: 

- What they have learned 
- What they liked 
- Things that could be better 

done better 
- Other opinions 

 

 
Drawing Places 
Children draw all the places 
they regularly visit, then, write 
down all the rules they know 
for each setting and discuss 
this in the group 

 
Inspired by the various 
drawing elicitation 
exercises by Evers et al. 
(2011) 
 

 
 Children’s ideas which settings they 
navigate between:  

- Defining settings 
- Talking about the 

differences/ similarities 
between the settings 
(rules, regulations) 

 

 
Family Trees 
Children paint a family tree 
including places of birth, 
followed up by discussion 

 
Inspired by the ‘Life-
course-draw-and-tell’ 
method by Yisak Tafere 
(2011); children mark 
important life events on 
a timeline to examine 
past, current and future 
expectations 
 

 
 The children’s life histories: 

- Defining first, second or 
third generation migrants 

- Stories about their parents’ 
migration 

Perceptions on their parents’ 
country of origin 

 
Drawing Culture 
Children draw their ideas 
about the meaning of culture, 
followed up by a discussion 
about cultural differences in 
their daily lives 

 
Inspired by the various 
drawing elicitation 
exercises by Evers et al. 
(2011) 

 
Children’s perceptions of the 
settings in their daily lives: 

- Understanding of the 
settings 

- Relations to settings 
Use of dominant discourses (e.g. 
stereotypes of Dutch/Moroccan) to 
describe the different places 
 



Type of 
method 

Method Source Data 

 
Discussion 
methods 

 
The Pots and Beans 
activity 
Children give a certain 
amount of beans to 
each pot representing a 
certain value or answer 
to statement 
 

 
O’Kane (2000) 

 
Children’s perceptions of the settings 
in their daily lives: 

- Understanding of the settings 
- Relations to settings 

 

 
Red and Green Cards 
Children formulate their 
own statement (e.g. ‘In 
my house the rule is to 
not shout’), then 
children have respond 
by showing a red 
(disagree) or green 
(agree) card, and give 
an argument  
 

 
Developed by the researcher 

 
Children’s perceptions of what is 
‘appropriate’ behavior in which 
setting: 

- Rules and regulations 
- Practices 
- Exceptions 

 

 
Statement Game 
Same as the exercise 
with red and green 
cards, but instead of 
putting a green card 
you stand up if you 
agree 
 

 
Inspired by an introduction 
exercise by Opdebeeck and 
Matthijssen (2006) 

 
Children’s opinions about several 
topics: 

- Importance of origin 
- Senses of belonging 
- Switching-behavior 

 
Showing specific videos 
as a ‘stimulus’  for a 
discussion 

 
Based on a suggestion from 
the audience after my 
presentation in the monthly 
Anthropology of Children 
and Youth Seminar 
 

 
Children’s opinions about several 
topics (e.g. what did they think of the 
Turkish boy that was placed by Dutch 
lesbian foster mothers, this was a hot 
topic in the Dutch news at the time of 
the Kids Club) 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Type of 
method 

Method Source Data 

 
Text 
Elicitation 

 
I like… I don’t like… 
Participants make a list of 
things they like and things they 
do not like. These can be very 
simple things, such as eating 
icecream, etc. 
 

 
Inspired on a ‘happiness’ 
exercise by David Becker 
(2008) 

 
To gain some knowledge of the 
children’s worlds: 

- Narratives 
- Ideas 
- Preferences 

 
Emotion Masks 
Children individually make a 
list of ‘masks’ they put in their 
daily lives (cool, nice, helpful, 
etc.) Then collectively they 
divide the masks on papers 
representing the different 
places from their daily lives. 

 
Developed by the 
researcher, inspired by 
her background in mask 
play 

 
Children’s reflections on code-
switching: 

- Talking about adapting to a 
particular cultural setting 

- Talking about not willing to 
adapt to a specific 
situation 

- Children’s reasons for 
code-switching 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Kids Club 

25 februari 2013 

15.30 – 17.00 uur 

 

Plekken & maskers 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

* Op de vraag waarom ze ‘verlegen’ hadden ingevuld op straat/park (dit vond ik 

zo’n contrast met ‘stoer’ en ‘hoog’ wat onder dezelfde categorie was ingevuld), 

antwoordden ze dat ze verlegen worden wanneer ze vriendinnen van hun moeder 

tegenkomen en hen gedag moeten zeggen (=zoenen). 

 

 
 

Thuis School Straat/park Buurthuis 

slaperig 4x 
boos 2x 
blij 2x 

verdrietig 2x 
grappig 2x 

eenzaam 
sagereinig 
 

 
boos 2x 
 

verdrietig 
grappig 

soms eenzaam 
 
gepest 

gek 
naar 

raar 
jaloers 

normaal 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

raar 2x 
 

 
stoer 2x 
hoog 

beste 
verlegen* 3x 

bang 
aardig 
verliefd 3x 

 
 
blij 

treurig 
grappig 

 
 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

 
 

bang 
 
 

vrolijk 
 

                     Appendix VI: Emotion Masks 



 

 

1. Mezelf introduceren (theater, werk voor VoorUit, Masteronderzoek) 

 

2. Anonimiteit garanderen (naamverandering, geen publicatie) 

 

3. Vertellen over de Kids Club, en hoe belangrijk het is dat dit wordt aangevuld met 

verhalen van leerkrachten en ook maatschappelijk werkers in de buurt  

 

4. Toestemming vragen voor audio-recording 

 

5. Introductie (informeel, wat ter sprake komt): 

- hoe lang werkt u op deze school? 

- waarom besloot u juist op deze school te gaan werken? 

 

6. Algemene vragen over deze school: 

- Wat voor kinderen zitten er op deze school? Hoe zou u ze omschrijven? 

- Hoe zou u de wijk omschrijven waar de school zich bevindt? 

- Hoe zou u de thuissituatie van de kinderen omschrijven? 

 

7. Heeft u het idee dat de kinderen van deze school in het dagelijks leven te maken hebben 

met culturele verschillen? Zou u daar een voorbeeld van kunnen noemen? 

 

8. Heeft u het idee dat er verschillen zijn tussen de thuis- en schoolsituatie? Zo ja, welke? 

 

9. Naar uw idee, vinden kinderen het makkelijk/lastig om met deze verschillen om te gaan? 

 

10. Ziet u obstakels bij de kinderen om zich aan te passen aan de normen en waarden van de 

school? Of juist andersom: dat ze moeite hebben zich aan te passen aan de thuissituatie? 

 

11. Heeft u eigenlijk enig idee hoe kinderen leren hun gedrag aan te passen aan  wat 

‘cultureel’ geaccepteerd is? Welke vaardigheden worden gebruikt? 

 

12. Uit onderzoek blijkt dat naarmate mensen beter kunnen switchen, zij ook hogere school- 

en carriere resultaten halen. Zou u dit kunnen verklaren? 

                     Appendix VII: Preparation adult-interviews 


