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Introduction 

In the last two decades, Ireland has been transformed into a 

culturally diverse society as a result of net immigration of 

people from both European Union and non-European Union 

countries.  According to the 2011 census figures, 12% of the 

population of Ireland were non-Irish nationals in 2011(CSO, 

2012.  This chapter explores the concepts, meanings and 

realities of parenting for migrant parents now living in 

Ireland but who grew up in a different country. Parents may 

have moved by choice or through forced migration.  They may or 

may not be married or in a partnership with a person born in 

Ireland.   

The reflections in this chapter are based on one author’s 

twenty years’ experience of working with migrant parents, 

recent semi- structured interviews with twenty parents from 

around the world and personal experiences of the other author 

of parenting in Ireland as a new country.  Rather than cover a 

broad range of parenting themes, it attempts to distil and 

present the points which are more distinctively related to 

being a migrant parent in Ireland.  The chapter asks what 

impact moving to a new country has made on their parenting 

skills, abilities, values, styles and beliefs. 

In relation to migrants with families, research has revealed 

that migration leads to changes in family relations, with 

migrant families, in most cases living in two cultures (Kwak, 

2003; Vazsonyi, Trejos-Castillo and Huang, 2006). Migration 

experience has also been described as “a highly disorganising” 

one (Maiter and George, 2003: 426) and “a disruptive process 
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somewhat congruent with a crisis situation” (Shamai et al, 

2002: 23). The literature reveals that immigrant families are 

more likely to experience downward socioeconomic status (Kwak, 

2003; Roopnarine et al, 2006). It is of little surprise then 

that the parents interviewed for this chapter were very 

interested in talking about their experiences of parenting in 

Ireland. It is clear that this is a subject that interests 

parents and it is also clear that it is a subject which should 

be of great interest to anyone concerned with the well-being 

of families and children growing up in Ireland. 

Literature Review 

The demographic changes that occurred in Ireland over the last 

two decades have resulted in researchers, policy makers and 

service providers beginning to examine the impact of migration 

on the parenting styles and practices in Ireland. A recent 

report from Trinity College Dublin ‘New Irish Families: A 

profile of Second Generation Children and their families’( 

Röder et al, 2014, presents the first results from the Irish 

Research Council funded project, ‘New Irish Families’.  This 

is one of the first studies in Ireland to focus on children 

born in Ireland to migrant parents, who now make up a large 

and growing proportion of families in the country. It includes 

valuable statistical information such as the fact that one-in-

four children born in Ireland in 2012 had a non-Irish born 

mother, ‘mixed’ couples with one parent from Ireland and one 

migrant parent are more frequent than couples made up of two 

migrants amongst the parents included in the study, there is 

now much greater diversity in terms of religion, linguistic, 

and ethnic and national background amongst young families in 

Ireland, Roman Catholicism is the most common religion 

followed by other Christian denominations, Muslim and 

Protestant.  More than half of households headed by at least 

http://www.tcd.ie/merc/publications/
http://www.tcd.ie/merc/publications/
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one parent from an EU Accession state did not speak English in 

the home (Röder et al, 2014). 

The ISPCC report “The All Ireland Programme for Immigrant 

Parents Research Phase Report” also provides a comprehensive 

literature review and useful findings with a view to producing 

a training resource for migrant parents. Key findings here are 

that there is still a lack of information about living in 

Ireland, including aspects of Irish culture, services, and 

norms and there are high levels of stress amongst migrant 

parents resulting from their migrants status, financial and 

other stresses being confounded by language barriers (ISPCC, 

2008). 

A study of immigration and schooling in Ireland (Devine, 2011) 

highlights the lack of adequate integration policies in 

Ireland and the consequent impact on the experiences of 

migrant children and parents in the new multi-ethnic schools 

in Ireland. It finds that parenting experiences of migrants 

are shaped by the pervasiveness of cultural racism in Ireland 

(Devine, 2005, 2011). The Irish “intercultural”
1
 integration 

policy has been highly criticised as being incoherent and not 

addressing the challenges faced by migrants in the area of 

employment and access to services in Ireland (MacEinri, 2006, 

2007; Beirne and Dr Jaichand, 2006; Russell et al, 2008, 

Boucher, 2008).   

Several other research findings also reveal that racism shapes 

the everyday experiences of migrants in Ireland in relation to 

accessing social services, housing and employment (Garner, 

2004; Lentin and McVeigh, 2006; Russell et al. 2010; Fanning, 

2007, 2011).  

                                                             
1
 Interculturalism is fundamentally about creating the conditions for interaction, equality of opportunity, 

understanding and respect between all the communities in Ireland.” (Department of Justice, Equality and Law 
Reform, 2005: 38) 
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The impact of the socio-economic position of migrant parents 

on parenting styles is well documented in the academic 

literature (Belsky et al, 2006; Hutchings and Lane, 2005; 

Leseman and van Tuijl, 2001 and Reid et al., 2001).  The 

Trinity research report shows that despite the higher 

educational qualifications of migrants in Ireland, migrants 

especially from outside the old EU countries were more likely 

to be found in the lower semi- and un-skilled social classes 

with lower household income and higher risk of poverty. This 

downward socio-economic status of migrant parents has been 

argued to impact negatively on the experiences of migrant 

parents in the area of parenting in Ireland. This is because 

when working-class children are compared with middle-class or 

upper-class children, it is found out that working-class 

children are at a disadvantage especially in the area of 

educational resources and parental attention available to them 

(Röder et al. 2014). 

While there are many negative and challenging outcomes from 

immigration (for example: racism, downward socioeconomic 

status and increased intergenerational conflict between first 

generation migrants and their children who are born or brought 

up in another culture), the literature also recognises the 

variety of ways in which immigrant parents meet these 

difficulties positively in order to support their children’s 

development and well-being (ISPCC, 2008). 

 

 

 

Methodology 

The methodology used to inform this chapter involved both a 

literature review and a series of interviews with twenty 

parents.  Parents were asked a series of open ended questions 

on a range of issues such as parenting styles, child 
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development and education, impact of migration, conflict, 

religion, culture, legal, social, economic factors on them as 

parents living in Ireland.  All parents, except for two grew 

up in a different country of origin than Ireland but they are 

now parenting in Ireland.  Two of the parents were Irish and 

married to a spouse who grew up in a different country. The 

interviews were with 10 men and 10 women.  The countries of 

origin of the participants were Nigeria, Romania (one Romanian 

and two Romanian Roma), Kenya, Mexico, Ireland (married to 

non-Irish spouses), UK, Greece, Thailand, Poland, Zimbabwe, 

US, South Africa, Hungary, Iraq, Afghanistan, Pakistan, China 

and Ukraine.   

Two of the parents were parenting alone, one parent was a 

wheelchair user, and one was from a same-sex partnership. Most 

parents were in their 20s, 30s and 40s, with three in their 

50s, 60s and 70s.  All but one parent had their children with 

them in Ireland at the time of interviewing and the children 

ranged in ages from new-borns to their 40s.  Most of the 

parents interviewed had children between the ages of 4 and 13 

with fewer with children in their teens or older. The parents 

were from across the socio-economic spectrum, with 

approximately one third in low, medium and high income, 

professional and educational backgrounds.  The parents lived 

mostly in rural and urban areas of Cork, Dublin and Limerick 

with the majority living in Cork City and County.  They were 

accessed through an initial snowballing approach, but were 

then stratified to ensure representation from three different 

socio-economic groups and different parts of the world. In 

addition an attempt was made to identify other variables such 

a parents with a disability, parenting-alone and lesbian 

parenting. 

While such a diverse group of people would inevitably present 

a wide range of views and opinions, what was perhaps 



6 
 

surprising was how similar some views were about parenting in 

Ireland, both positive and negative.  A number of key themes 

emerged some of which showed clear patterns and issues which 

Ireland as a country might benefit from hearing in both a 

parenting and wider societal context. 

Findings and Discussion 

 

Education  

 

Migrants’ access to education and educational materials are 

key determinants for successful integration in their host 

societies. Both academic and non-academic research in the area 

of migration and parenting has identified education as one of 

the main primary services migrants accessed and interacted 

with in their new society (Bornstein and Cote, 2004; Buki et 

al, 2003). Education has been closely linked with migrants’ 

integration especially for refugee families (Bridging Refugee 

Youth and Children’s Services, 2007a). In order to effectively 

access educational services and best support and advocate on 

behalf of their children, migrant parents require information 

regarding educational norms in their new country. The lack of 

information about how the educational systems operate in the 

new society can increase the stress level of migrants and 

negatively impact their parenting practices (ISPCCC, 2008). 

This may ultimately put migrant children at risk of early 

educational failure (Van Tuijl, Leseman and Rispens, 2001).  

One of the first factors mentioned by all parents in this 

survey was education. All of parents said they valued 

education “very highly”.  There were three quite stark 

discoveries in relation to education. Firstly every 

participant referred, in different ways, to what might 

generally be called “civic education” in Ireland.  There was 
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much criticism of the lack of real engagement with 

international events and teaching about the Irish political 

system. The Greek participant said that she was not happy with 

the “apathy” that results in Ireland as a result of this 

lacuna in the education system.  Several people, particularly 

those from African countries, asked why the national anthem is 

not sung in schools in the morning. One Nigerian participant 

said she felt this would give a sense of belonging and pride 

in being Irish. 

Secondly, almost all the parents referred to incidents of 

racism in the schools.  One parent referred to incidents where 

the principal expressed “patronising opinions” that he, the 

principal, was “surprised” that this Zimbabwean man was 

articulate.  The principal expressed the view that he wasn’t 

like the “other Africans”.  The man made a complaint about 

this comment and the complaint was not treated with the 

importance the parent felt it should be.  His conclusion was 

“they think we came down from the trees”.  The parent had come 

across this often. He saw it as “cultural racism” and 

“othering” based on ethnicity. Some try to be “nice”, he said, 

“this is almost worse”. They want to embrace us the poor kids 

from Africa.  This parent worried deeply for his children and 

felt he had to constantly prepare them to deal with such 

attitudes. He did so by talking and communicating all the time 

with his children so that they learned coping mechanisms to 

deal with attitudes like this.  He said “if Séan does 

something wrong it is because he is Séan, if my son does it is 

because he is African”. This finding reinforces earlier 

findings of specificities of Irish racism such as Ireland’s 

discriminatory treatment of the Travellers and Roma people,  

the stigmatisation and marginalisation  of asylum seekers and  

pathologisation of migrants especially of African origin as 

culturally inadmissible (McVeigh and Lentin, 2006; Garner, 

2004; Lentin and Lentin, 2006). 
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Several parents referred to the education system as being 

monocultural and not prepared in a real and deeper way for the 

fact that there are now so many children from ethnic 

minorities living in Ireland.  This is reflected in school 

books, attitudes, procedures, values and “ways of doing 

things” which are not truly embracing diversity.  One Afghan 

parent said “we are ok if we do things the Irish way, we are 

tolerated, but they don’t really want to hear about different 

ways of doing things and if they do it feels like lip-service 

sometimes”. This form of racism is described by Dwivedi (2002) 

in the context of cultural racism. He says that migrant groups 

who do not adjust their cultural customs can experience 

discrimination. He says “the culture of minority ethnic 

parents is seen as deficient in social customs, manners, 

appropriate attitudes etc. and holding them back. If they 

refuse to turn their back on their own culture then any 

‘discrimination’ is their fault.” (Dwivedi, 2003). 

The parent who grew up in the UK gave very specific examples 

of how the history curriculum does not reflect accurately both 

UK and international history and politics. As a practicing 

Catholic who cared deeply about her religion she was also 

critical of how religion is taught in Ireland. She felt that 

her children had not had anything like the quality of 

religious education she had had. “All they got”, she said “was 

how to recite a few prayers in a meaningless way and how to 

answer the questions in the confirmation book”. 

Thirdly, it became very clear that the higher the level of 

education of parents, the higher was their discontent with the 

education system in Ireland viz-a-viz the education in their 

own countries.  Those who had lower levels of education in 

their own countries were generally “very happy” with the 

education system in Ireland.  One woman who grew up in rural 

Kenya said that she had had poor educational opportunities 
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both in terms of quality and quantity but that the Irish 

system of education is “very good quality, has excellent 

teachers and is fair”.  Praise of teachers as a profession was 

evident with all but two interviewees.  However, all but one 

(Nigerian woman) of those who had had high levels of 

educational opportunity in their own countries were highly 

critical of the education system in Ireland.   

The criticisms related to three areas in particular.  Firstly, 

several parents referred to the lack of development of an 

attitude of “assertive challenge”.  Four parents from South 

African, Mexico, the US and Iraq, felt that the Irish system 

encouraged a deference to “the system” and a spirit of 

challenge was not welcomed within schools.  For all four this 

was a very important factor and one which disturbed them.  One 

said that even when his teenage son’s friends came to visit at 

home they “mumbled something to him” instead of confidently 

shaking hands and saying “Hello Mr ...” and engaging in mature 

conversation. He felt this related to the education system.  

Secondly, there was some criticism of the education system 

still being about “rote” learning and not focused on problem-

solving. The parent from the US, himself an educationalist, 

was particularly critical. 

Thirdly, the issue of children being believed if they reported 

a racist incident was another cause of concern. Many parents 

gave specific examples of their child not being taken 

seriously. One child had experienced a group of school-mates 

continually saying “black people used to be slaves, we don’t 

want to play with you” and another had two classmates say “I 

don’t like black people”.  Parents did feel strongly that more 

cultural competency was required and stringent, anti-racism 

policies and procedures.  Many also referred to the dilemma of 

been seen as “aggressive” if they complained and they found it 

hard to support their children when teachers say things like 
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“ahh sure, that isn’t racism, that is just children being 

children”.   

One Kenyan parent praised support she herself had received in 

the local primary school, in a course called “how to help your 

child with their homework”.  She said this helped her 

personally but also enabled her to support her children in a 

way she felt would never have been possible in the past 

because in her area “girls were not allowed to go to school 

after about the age of eight”. On the other hand she and 

another parent had attended two “parenting courses” aimed at 

asylum-seekers which they found “patronising to the extreme.” 

Most of the parents were also concerned about the cost of 

education, the cost of books, uniforms and school trips.  

There was significant disquiet about the school transport 

system, although not in all areas. 

All aspects of educational difficulty were accentuated for 

those living in the Direct Provision (Asylum) system.  It is 

not possible within the confines of this chapter to highlight 

the many issues facing asylum-seeking parents. These have been 

well-documented elsewhere (Veale and O’Connor, 2001; Fanning 

and Veale, 2004; Christie, 2006). However the two parents 

living in Direct Provision were deeply worried about their 

children’s education, the lack of choice over schools, the 

difficulties of studying in what they said were often 

“dangerous and noisy” environments and the lack of real 

concern by the schools, albeit a certain amount of “oh poor 

you mentality”. The two parents involved were “scared” to 

speak out for fear of isolating their children even further 

and for fear of their legal cases being affected.  “They don’t 

really care, they pretend to, but they really do not know and 

they have a naive and almost childlike attitude” were the 

words of one parent.  She said “they haven’t got a clue what 

we have been through and they see us as poor and uneducated 
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people”.  However once again the praise for teachers was 

stronger than for school authorities and administrators.  One 

parent said “the teacher can see how bright X (her child) is”. 

The two parents from the Roma community were very happy with 

the education system and one admitted that at first he 

struggled with the notion of his daughter going to school.  

However, over the last fifteen years he had learned more about 

Ireland and he felt that the Irish education system was one of 

the best aspects of Irish society.  It is one of the few 

places he said were we don’t get “discriminated against and 

judged...well not as much as in other things”. 

Economic and Legal Impact of Migration on Parenting 

By-in-large migrants have been found to experience downward 

socio-economic status as a result of loss of human capital 

when they migrate (Kwak, 2003, Capps et al, 2004).  Covert and 

overt racism within the labour market limits their access to 

full employment opportunities (Gyoh, 2007). Most parents 

interviewed felt that one of the main impacts of migrating was 

the fact that they had to start new careers at an age when 

most parents their age would be more established in their 

careers.  One Chinese man who had worked in the public-service 

in his country and married an Irish woman claims he had a much 

easier quality of life at home, but had to “start from 

scratch” in Ireland and retrain.  He felt that as a parent at 

his age he could not offer his children the kind of housing 

and extra-curricular benefits which he would have loved.  Very 

much linked to this was the repeated emphasis by almost all 

interviewees on the lack of networks and contacts and 

consequent lack of knowledge of how things work in general and 

specifically in their career areas.  One man put it well when 

he said “there are a lot of unwritten cultural expectations 

and we don’t know about them”.  He said he could see this 

changing over time as his children grew up, and said that 
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clearly the children make friends easier than he does. 

Nevertheless he still feared his children will never fully 

feel they belonged. 

The issue of sub-standard housing and long waiting lists for 

council housing was also mentioned by several parents who felt 

that their current accommodation was impacting on their 

children’s ability to study and indeed to make friends from a 

wider range of economic backgrounds.  Without exception those 

on “social welfare” felt embarrassed, they did not come from 

countries with a reliance on social welfare and they worried 

that their children would be called “scroungers”, which in 

fact one child had experienced. Again the TCD report also 

talks about housing concerns: “Second generation children and 

their families are more likely to live in rented accommodation 

and apartments rather than houses, and have less access to 

gardens or other common spaces. The vast majority of immigrant 

families feel settled and part of their local communities, but 

less so than Irish families” (TCD, 2014). 

For some the uncertainty around ongoing legal residency in 

Ireland was a cause of great concern.  Parents felt that the 

uncertainty about the future and associated stress impacted on 

them as parents because they “worried all the time” and this 

in turn impacted on their children “who are very tuned in to 

this”.  One referred to her child always trying to protect her 

and that she felt her child had no opportunity for a real 

childhood with these worries “hanging around all the time”.  

This was particularly the case for the parents living in 

Direct Provision, where the parents felt that their children 

had never had an opportunity for a real family life, where 

their parents could make their own food, go to work and visit 

friends and extended families. Living on €19.10 a week meant a 

normal life was not possible on many levels. 
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Several also talked about the cost of travel, visiting family 

and bringing children to see their families.  This was 

impossible for those on very low incomes and even for middle 

and high-income earners it was a strain, especially when more 

than one family member travelled. It also meant that it was 

difficult to go on holidays to other countries and to have 

family holidays together.  Most were sending money to their 

families at home.  The Greek parent was struggling very much 

despite being on a relatively high income, because of the 

down-turn in the economy in Greece. 

Socio-Cultural Aspects of Migration on Parenting 

 

Closely linked to the economic and legal factors was one issue 

which was expressed by every participant from all countries 

and across all classes.  The loss of the extended family 

network has a significant impact on parenting for migrant 

families.  All parents talked about how much they missed their 

families, how lonely this was, the emotional impact such 

separation had on children who no longer had aunts, uncles, 

grandparents, cousins and other close family ties.  Many 

parents cried when they spoke of how their children were 

losing out in this respect. One said that the child’s 

grandparents knew them through Skype, which is useful but “not 

the same thing”.  One family did say that they did not miss 

the claustrophobia of the family system in their country but 

they did feel the emotional loss.  Not having the extended 

family network also had an economic impact because parents did 

not have siblings and grandparents to help with child-minding 

and other costs.  One parent from Thailand spoke about how she 

missed her mother’s support and “wise advice”.  

 The impact of the loss of extended family is also reflected 

in the Trinity College Dublin report which shows that 

“Childcare is a major challenges for all parents ...but this 
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is even more so for immigrant parents who less often have 

family living close by” (TCD, 2014). 

Many spoke of the extra pressures and expectations on their 

children, both from society and from themselves.  One 

Pakistani parent summed it up as follows: “sometimes it seems 

that she represents her entire country when she is out in the 

world or at school.  If an Irish person does something, it 

doesn’t feel like this is how ‘Irish are’. If my child does 

it, it becomes ‘this is how Pakistani people are’.  This 

brings pressures all the time. Then I suppose I expect too 

much. I moved here for her to have a better life, I put 

pressure on her to do well at school. I expect too much maybe. 

I think a lot of migrants are like that”. Most parents also 

worried “all the time” about their children being happy, not 

being different and being able to cope with difficult 

situations resulting from being from a non-dominant ethnicity.   

 Generally people were relatively positive about religion and 

the more visible aspects of culture such as food and dress.  

Almost all said that they found it easy to practice their 

religion even though Ireland is largely a Catholic country.  

Some did feel that their children were singled out at school 

during religion time but this varied considerably and both 

schools and families came to different arrangements. There is 

no one answer but as one Irish parent said, “this doesn’t have 

to be difficult if people just used common sense. Obviously if 

your child is the only one not taking religious instruction, 

you just sit down with the family and work out what works 

best. Each school and family will be different.”  The parents 

noted that when there were other children from different 

backgrounds, not necessarily migrant backgrounds but for 

instance children who did not follow a Catholic faith, it was 

easier for the child because then they were not “as obvious”.   

The issue was more related to the child being singled and 
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different than to ethnicity per se but it was difficult to 

untangle the two.  The parents who described themselves as 

“having a strong faith”, regardless of religion, were less 

critical of being in a Catholic school than the parents who 

said they did not follow any faith practice.  Those who did 

not want to bring their children up in any faith were angry 

that the school system is dominated by the Catholic Church and 

several found it difficult to understand why religion was not 

taught outside of the school system.   

Some parents did not come from traditions where there were 

dress or eating codes which were very different from Irish 

customs. However some people from African backgrounds liked to 

pass on these more visible customs to their children and did 

not find it difficult to do so.  Some people did find Irish 

food bland in general and found that their children’s friends 

were sometimes unaccustomed to different tastes.  Those with a 

strong interest in the politics of migration and integration 

matters, did speak of how organisers of public events trying 

to “include” migrant communities, did often think about dress 

and food and occasionally religion, but when it came to real 

reforms which would really improve the life of their families, 

this “lip-service” was just skin deep.  Others welcomed this 

sense of inclusion and welcome and were grateful to Irish 

society for accepting them in this way.  They felt that they 

would not like to be critical. One Kenyan woman said “I should 

be grateful. Not critical for my life here”.  

The exception in relation to clothing were the Roma parents 

who were clearly upset about recent Garda racial-profiling 

where Roma children were taken from their homes. This is 

something the Irish government apologised for but the events 

and other recent local incidents had instilled a certain fear 

and distrust and concern for the safety of their children.  

One woman who was expecting a baby and who accompanied the 
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parent who was being interviewed, started to cry and said she 

was worried her child would be taken from her. 

One over-riding point of agreement is that people felt their 

children were safe. Some parents did not take this for granted 

because they came from more violent and unstable environments.  

They felt that their teenagers were relatively safe meeting 

friends “in town” or after school in their houses.  Another 

clear finding was the feeling that (a) there are not enough 

extra-curriculum activities for girls and those that are there 

are very expensive. For boys there are opportunities around 

sport. However (b) for boys not interested in sport there was 

not enough choice of other affordable interesting activities.  

This was a widely and strongly held view and one which 

surprised most parents. 

There were certain very strong and often mentioned issues that 

could be loosely categorised under what we might call “the 

specificity of Irish culture and mores”. A significant 

majority spoke more critically of “other parents” at school 

than of the school itself.  One woman said “it is sometimes 

very subtle but the worst is when it is subtle. I just know 

but can’t explicitly say that some parents don’t want their 

children to be with mine. Some also seem to think ‘those poor 

African kids” and I don’t think some organisations helping 

Africa and migrants help that either. The pictures of Africa 

can be crazy”. The word “patronising” was used more than once 

especially by people from Asian and African backgrounds. 

Several parents also pointed to the class hierarchies in 

Ireland. One said “I automatically get put into the ‘this is a 

Roma therefore, lower class’ category”.  This woman also said 

she was constantly asked if she needed help, which, while 

well-meaning, was in the end “over-the-top”. She did not feel 

that other parents were being constantly asked if they needed 

help. “Why do they keep asking this, why do they assume I need 
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help all the time?”  Another also spoke of the class issue 

“the higher class get preferential treatment. Its “hush hush” 

but everyone knows it.  “If you are the child of a doctor, 

Garda officer or nurse you are treated in one way, if you are 

the child of an immigrant you are treated another way. I want 

to give money to the school as a donation, so that they will 

think I am important and take my children and me more 

seriously. I am saving up for this.  I want to buy respect for 

my children”.  These views seemed to reflect what can be 

termed a specifically Irish type of racism.  The over-riding 

feeling is that this is a society which is paternalistic and 

many felt that they felt like they had to be “grateful”.  

Several parents worried greatly about their children, some 

born in Ireland and some not, in the area of “civic 

belonging”. This was a recurrent theme. The question of 

whether their children would ever fully feel this sense of 

belonging. 

One parent was very positive about belonging and she felt that 

she and her children moved easily between Irish and Nigerian 

communities.  She did not feel that there was a lot of real 

integration in society at large but she felt comfortable 

herself, as did her children, in moving between what she 

called “the two worlds”.  “I don’t really know how I do it. I 

just go to events which are Nigerian and Irish and it seems to 

work for us. We feel very welcome in this (small rural) town”.  

Most parents also felt that overall it was very good for their 

children to be exposed to a different and new culture so that 

they could see the world from different perspectives before 

making judgements. 

Parenting Styles and Values 

Parenting styles and values differed from one family to 

another. However there were several factors which were 

mentioned repeatedly. Firstly many of those interviewed felt 
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that one important cultural value they held was that of 

respect for elders and they did not feel that this was quite 

as strong in Ireland as in their countries, both in relation 

to care but also to listening to the wisdom of elders.  That 

was a strong value they wanted to instil in their children.  

In one family we met, the youngest boy had to apologise to his 

older (ten year old) brother for shouting at him for taking 

his toy.  Several also mentioned that they felt children were 

more included in their cultures. The parent from Mexico saw a 

big difference in this respect and felt that children could be 

valued more and included more.  Several parents said that such 

a sense of inclusion and more respect for children might help 

with issues of mental health and suicide in Irish society. 

There was not as much reference to intergenerational 

difficulties in this survey as there has been in other 

literature.  This is possibly because many of the children in 

the families were under the age of 13. However one parent from 

Afghanistan did say that he could see “worrying problems 

ahead” as his daughter grew up in this completely different 

society.  He particularly referred to the role of girls and 

women in Irish society, which he admitted he “struggled with” 

because where he grew up woman and men had very different 

expectations.  He did acknowledge that he himself needs to 

change his views but he felt his daughter was currently 

“changing her culture too quickly”.  A similar view was 

expressed by a member of the Roma population who felt it was 

the role of men to take leadership roles.  “It is ok for my 

daughter to go to school but I think men should be leaders”. 

The parents in this survey didn’t refer in detail to the issue 

of “discipline” and one or two said they were “researched to 

death on discipline”.  For the African parents there was a 

definite concern that this was the only issue professionals 

often spoke about in relation to their parenting styles.   
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In terms of parenting styles in general, most parents felt 

that they did continue the traditions of parenting styles 

within their own families and rather than “become Irish”, it 

was more a matter of adapting and using “common sense” rather 

than completely changing how they “did things”.  One woman 

said that while “they, (professionals) try to interfere with 

my private life, in the end your private life is your own when 

you close the door.  Most families have a parenting style and 

it is not like all immigrants have the same style”. 

Gender was also discussed in other contexts. Some questioned 

the role of women in Irish society and mentioned incidents 

such as the death of Savita Hannapnavar and the recent events 

surrounding a migrant asylum-seeker in Ireland who wishing to 

have an abortion, was not allowed to travel to the UK and 

tried to take her own life.  One parent called talked about 

these “medieval attitudes to women around reproductive 

rights”.  This parent from Greece worried about her child 

growing up in such an environment.  

Other women, did feel that their own attitudes to gender had 

changed and that this would impact on their parenting skills. 

One woman said “I would not want my daughter to be treated the 

way I was growing up and Ireland does offer hope for her as a 

girl and as a woman. God Bless Ireland”.  

The oldest interviewee quoted Maya Angelou who when talking 

about her life as a mother, who asked “do your eyes light up 

when they enter the room”?  If they do, this parent said, 

“they know you love them and that more than anything else is 

what I want my children to know”.   

Summary and Conclusion 

The education of their children is of paramount importance to 

the migrant parents interviewed.  While there is regard for 

teachers there is discontent amongst some regarding being 
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patronised, children not being believed regarding incidents of 

racism and a lack of civic education. Migrant parenting 

requires discussing coping skills to help deal with this 

“othering” based on ethnicity. Parents worry that their 

children, even if born in Ireland, will never feel a full 

sense of belonging.  There is also some concern about a lack 

of emphasis on assertiveness, critical thinking and problem-

solving skills within the system.  

Some parents are happy with the system and feel their children 

have  better opportunities than they had.  Useful locally-

based interventions include courses run for parents about 

helping children with their homework, although some concern 

arises when parents feel patronised as in the case of 

parenting skills courses attended by two parents. 

All of the issues raised above are accentuated for those 

living in the Direct Provision centres. 

Being a migrant parent is affected by both legal and economic 

factors. Some parents are struggling financially, having had 

to retrain and work on a low salary.  Low quality housing 

impacts on their children’s ability to study and make friends 

from different economic backgrounds.   This is linked to a 

lack of knowledge of Irish cultural norms, peer support and 

networks to support career progression and understanding of 

the jobs-market.  Those in the asylum system or on social 

welfare are concerned they and their children are viewed as 

“scroungers”. Even those on medium to high income levels 

struggle with the strains of remittances being sent home and 

the cost of visiting families. This stress is confounded in 

some cases by uncertainty about legal issues relating to 

residency status in Ireland.  

With regard to socio-cultural considerations, one issue 

mentioned by all participants is the importance of extended 
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family networks and the associated emotional, financial and 

practical supports to them as parents. In addition, parents 

often refer to the extra pressures they and society places on 

their children to almost “represent” their country and to do 

well academically and otherwise.  While generally religious 

and cultural practices relating to food and dress do not pose 

great concern, there is some concern regarding religion being 

taught in schools.  However most feel that they can maintain 

their own cultural values within their homes. Some refer to 

how they move between communities and cultural mores with 

pragmatism but others find it more difficult to integrate and 

feel a sense of belonging. 

While there was little criticism about ability to follow 

visible cultural practices, there is some reference to this 

being tolerated but “real change and real integration” not 

happening behind the veil of multicultural parties and events.  

In addition members of the Roma community did not feel their 

dress code was respected.   

On the positive side people felt their children were safe but 

that there are not enough extra-curricular activities for 

girls and for boys not interested in sport. There were mixed 

feelings about the GAA with praise and criticism in terms of 

their willingness to actually include migrant children into 

the GAA. 

What might be loosely called reference to “Irish mores and 

norms”, a number of interviewees speak critically of “other 

parents” at school than of the school itself.  The word 

“patronising” is used more than once especially by people from 

Asian and African backgrounds. Several parents also point to 

class hierarchies in Ireland. Several parents worry greatly 

about whether their children will ever fully feel a sense of 

belonging, even if born in Ireland. On the other hand some do 

feel that they can move between their own community and the 
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“Irish” community.  This point is interesting because there is 

a sense of different communities rather than one integrated 

community. 

Parenting styles and values differ from one family to another. 

However factors such as respect for older people, inclusion 

and “listening to” children in family life are highlighted as 

important values by many parents. Intergenerational issues are 

emerging for parents with teenage children in particular. Most 

parents do feel that they can continue their traditional 

parenting styles rather than “become Irish” but common sense 

is required when there is a need to adapt to Irish norms.   

On gender issues some women in particular feel more liberated 

in Ireland than in their own country and are happy for their 

children to understand gender equality. However some are 

worried about the treatment of women in relation to 

reproductive rights in Ireland.  

The over-riding conclusion arising from this research is that 

we as a society, all of us together, need a more mature 

approach and debate on our mutual understandings about what is 

means to live in and parent in this country. We all need to 

reflect on the structures, values, attitudes and mores in this 

society and reflect and take action in a manner which respects 

the dignity and rights of all of us who live here together. 

The next generation need us to do so. As one Irish saying says 

“The future is not set, there is no fate but what we make for 

ourselves”. We need to listen. As the African proverb says 

“Not to know is bad, not to wish to know is worse”.   

Recommendations 

Education  

1. Schools and voluntary organisations should provide more 

detailed information about the education system, norms and 

values in Ireland. 
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2. School authorities might consider anti-racism training for 

staff, particularly for those in positions of authority, to 

explore issues such as “believing” children who experience 

racist incidents and to explore in a more mature manner 

questions of stereotyping, patronising attitudes and 

“othering” in order to develop a culture of real 

inclusivity.  

3. The education system and society as a whole might consider 

discussing the issue of class within our education system 

and within our society.  The media and public debates might 

explore the issues arising here and why migrants so clearly 

see a class system in this country which is hard to 

penetrate.   

4. Schools should consider enhancing pedagogy on “civic 

engagement” and close examination of how national and 

international history and politics are approached in the 

classroom. The education system and society as a whole might 

also initiate debates on the issue of “assertive challenge” 

and self-reflect on the perceptions raised here about  

deference to “the system”. 

5. Courses, workshops, trainings and education which supports 

migrant parents to support their children are welcome and 

should receive increased funding but the content and 

delivery should be carefully designed in consultation with 

migrant parents so as to avoid experiences of being 

patronised particularly when it comes to how to raise 

children.   

6. The Direct Provision system should be abolished and 

individuals and families should be supported to find 

suitable employment, housing, autonomy and access to 

education. 
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7. Schools should take into account the specific kinds of extra 

costs experienced by migrant families and address these 

issues in a sensitive and professional manner through 

appropriate policies and practices which are transparent and 

consistent across the school as a whole. Schools might 

explore why the issue of transport has been highlighted to a 

high degree here and perhaps ensure that migrant families 

have full information about services available. 

Economic and Legal Recommendations 

1. Employers, employer bodies and those in positions of 

political influence, should be encouraged and supported to 

take a leadership role in combating racism in the workforce 

including at recruitment stages. 

2. As a society we need to understand the fact that many 

migrants do experience downward mobility. Deeper research is 

needed by policy makers and by academia on recognition of 

experience and qualifications from other countries. A mature 

public debate is required about the values of Irish society 

which lead to exclusion from the labour-market of certain 

segments of society in proportionally much higher numbers. 

3. Those supporting migrants to access the labour market might 

consider creating spaces and opportunities to create peer-

to-peer networks and buddying-programmes which actively 

welcome migrants with a view to understanding cultural 

expectations and modus operandi, particularly in relation to 

employment sectors such as the legal system, education, 

trades, industry, agriculture and so on.  

4. The Direct Provision system should be abolished, the legal 

system in relation to asylum should be radically changed and 

people should not be waiting in limbo for many years without 

the right to work, education and a normal life. 
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Socio-Cultural Aspects of Migration on Parenting 

1. Those working with migrant populations might consider a 

deeper level of support and more creative approaches to the 

specific kinds of stresses associated with migrant life. For 

instance are there models which could be explored to help to 

some extent with the loss of extended family and associated 

supports, do some migrant parents need specific mentoring 

around experiences of low self-esteem arising from downward 

social mobility, poor housing and need to access social 

welfare. Are specific interventions required to support 

parents struggling to feel they belong but in particular to 

help them support their Irish and non-Irish children to 

understand that they do indeed belong. Can we examine 

structural issues within all aspects of public and private 

life which allow this to happen in our society as a whole? 

2. Specific interventions may be required in relations to 

groups within the migrant population who are particularly 

marginalised 

3. The issue of religious education in schools is often debated 

in Ireland. Public consultations and media debates might 

consider including migrant voices where possible. 

4. While festivals and celebrations are very important, these 

need to be accompanied by real reform and political action 

on isuses such as employment, racism and direct provision. 

5. The issues raised regarding extra-curricular activities for 

girls and boys has wider implications and one which 

communities might wish to respond to proactively. 

 

Parenting Styles and Values 

1. Parenting values and styles differ from one family to 

another but what we as a society can now do is listen to 

those who see this society with new eyes. Questions such as 
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how we treat older people and children, how we deal with 

questions of sexuality, abortion and reproductive rights and 

what implications these have for everyone in this society 

and future generations, are important discussion points on 

how we our society.  

2. The issue of intergenerational struggles within families is 

one which will require further attention in the years to 

come. Those working with migrant families might again 

consider creative approaches which will build the capacity 

of children and parents to understand, communicate and 

resolve differences around values and culture. 

3. While discipline is an issue for parents, those who support 

migrant parents should not always focus on this as the only 

or key issue when we speak of parenting styles. 
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