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Introduction 
 

The current debate on citizenship acknowledges the importance to adopt a 
micro-sociological perspective for understanding the transformation of citizen-
ship in a context of international migration and mobility. Without dismissing the 
crucial role of legal citizenship as a set of rights and privileges, obligations and 
allegiance, this perspective focuses on «lived citizenship», i.e. the ways in which 
social actors live, act and practice citizenship in their everyday lives (Lister, 
2007).  

As subjects that particularly experience the mismatch between different di-
mensions of citizenship, second generation youth represent a fruitful empirical 
ground for studying citizenship in its making, enabling us to observe change in 
a society rapidly becoming more diverse and multicultural (Ambrosini, Molina, 
2004; Besozzi et al., 2009; Dalla Zuanna et al., 2009). Many contributions rely 
on Rumbaut’s typology (1997) of children of migrants, built according to the 
place of birth and/or the length of staying in the host country. In this paper, the 
terms ‘second generation students’ and ‘young people/students with a migration 
background' are used interchangeably, with an extensive connotation compris-
ing students born in Italy or abroad from at least one parent of foreign origin. 

The crucial role of school education in promoting inclusion and social citizen-
ship of younger generations is well acknowledged in social research. In the Ital-
ian context, the universal school system offers second generation children and 
their families the first and most significant connection with the local community, 
becoming a physical and symbolic place for experimenting new practices of in-
tegration and intercultural dialogue, even in the absence of adequate normative 
instruments (Colombo, Santagati, 2014). Nonetheless, schools can also render 
intercultural conflicts more evident as inequalities linked to a migration back-
ground may create «unequal diversities» (Portes, Zhou, 1993) and «subaltern 
integration» (Ambrosini, 2001), 

Triggered by the fast-growing number of students with a migration back-
ground in Italian schools, sociological research on second generation students 
in Italy has steadily developed in the last twenty years, mainly devoting attention 
to explain the large gap between Italian and non-Italian students in terms of 
educational outcomes (Azzolini, Barone, 2012; Istat, 2016; Giannetti, Dasi Mar-
iani, 2015; Ravecca, 2009) and occupational attainment (Giancola, Salmieri, 
2018). According to the latest data collected by the Ministry of Education in 
2017-18, 9,7% of the overall students were non-Italians, two thirds of whom 
born in the country (MIUR, 2019) 

More recently, a new stream of research focusing on the relational dimension 
of second-generation experiences in and outside school (Besozzi et al., 2009; 
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Besozzi and Colombo, 2012; Cannavò et al., 2018; Casacchia et al., 2008; Cva-
jner, 2015; Colombo, Santagati, 2014), reveals a complex picture in which pos-
itive practices of relation and integration coexist with relational disadvantages, 
interethnic conflicts and discrimination (Azzolini et al., 2019). Our paper en-
gages in this debate by exploring social relations and practices of identification 
and belonging of students with a migration background in Rome’s high schools. 

 
 

1. Method of study and participants 
 

Data for this study come from 5 focus groups organised in secondary schools 
in Rome (4 general schools/licei and 1 technical school). Participants were se-
lected through a non-probabilistic sampling method, combining considerations 
about field accessibility (convenience sampling) with the purpose (purposive 
sampling) of exploring practices of relations and belonging among students en-
rolled in more academic-oriented education tracks. 

A total of 44 students, between 15 and 21 years old, have been involved in 
the study (25 female and 19 male). Most of them are born in Italy (27) but their 
national background is very heterogeneous: their parents come from 20 differ-
ent countries and 9 of them are children of mixed couples. Most of their parents 
have a regular job and a secondary education level. Our respondents are thus 
not statistically representative of the second-generation population in Italy, but 
as ‘vanguards’ of a low-middle class of immigrant origin attending a high-quality 
school track, they may offer useful insights about trends of integration and pos-
itive engagement in society (Bosisio et al., 2005; Frisina, 2007), 

 
 

2. Main research findings 
 
2.1. Relationships in and outside schools 

A first field of inquiry of our research has been the relationship between 
school friends and teachers, with a specific focus on obstacles met in the pro-
cess of integration in the Italian school system. Confirming previous findings 
(Elia, 2014; Azzolini et al., 2019), the knowledge of the Italian language is the 
main critical issue for our respondents. Those who are born abroad or arrived 
in Italy after the first cycle of education, consider initial poor language compe-
tences as an obstacle for both learning and establishing and maintaining social 
relations with their class peers. 

Interestingly, no issues other than language were reported as obstacles for 
positive relations at school. As observed by other scholars, it is likely that the 
strong value attributed by our respondents to school as an instrument for to the 
acquisition of knowledge (hence for upward mobility), leads them to dismiss the 
relevance of relational problems within the class group (Mantovani 2008; 
Besozzi et al.,2009)  

The role of teachers in overcoming the initial language gap is widely acknowl-
edged among our interviewees, who always offer a positive portrait of their 
teachers’ relational and professional competences. Some also refer to the role 
of peers of their same country of origin, born in Italy or living in the country since 
a long time, as important mediators in the learning and socialization processes 
at school. 

Outside the school context, students’ relations with peers and adults are mul-
tifaceted. On the one hand, it is in the extended context of Italian society that 
youth of foreign origin sometimes experience prejudice and discrimination. This 
is particularly true for those whose otherness is more visible, as revealed by the 
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experiences of students of colour or girls wearing a veil. On the other hand, 
cases of discrimination remain confined to the ‘outer world’ and they do not 
seem to play a decisive role in the construction of positive friendship connec-
tions.  

While past research, mainly based in the US, has demonstrated the pres-
ence of homophily with respect to ethnic traits in school settings, many Italian 
studies highlight how the number and intensity of relationships with Italian peers 
increase with the length of staying because of a gradual hybridization of their 
culture of origin with Italian values and life style (Mantovani, 2015; Perino, 2013). 
Our study confirms such findings and displays networks of relationships which 
do not follow a pattern of ethnic homophily, i.e. the tendency of agents to be 
linked to people of their same nationality or ethnic group. On the contrary, most 
respondents are part of networks of all-Italian or, to a lesser extent, multinational 
peers. Students with a migration background thus show a tendency to engage 
in open and permeable networks (Cannavò et al., 2018) where ties are built on 
the basis of attributes other than ethnicity, e.g. gender, age, preferences and 
life style. 

Second generation youth also maintain intra-group ties within the na-
tional/ethnic community, not least because they keep some knowledge of their 
parents’ native language and do some travelling back and forth to their parents’ 
country of origin. However, in the observed context, the main ethnically homo-
philial relationships they engage in are with relatives or family friends, whom 
they occasionally meet for specific events, like birthday parties, weddings or 
religious ceremonies. In-group and out-group differences and boundaries thus 
seem to be modelled more on social settings, friendships and youth culture than 
on origin (Perini, 2013), 

 
 

2.3. Identification and belonging 
A further aim of our research is the understanding of how students with a 

migration background identify themselves and others and their changing modes 
of belonging and exclusion. As shown by other research (Besozzi e Colombo, 
2012; Colombo, 2004; Perino, 2013; Mantovani, 2015), non-ethnically homo-
philial social ties usually correspond to multiple forms of identification and be-
longing. 

In this regard, we have to signal that our interview protocol did not include 
direct questions on national identity or belonging (i.e. feeling Italian/country of 
origin national) in order to avoid the risk of skewing the interviewees’ answers 
within a system of classification constructed ex-ante by the researchers (Eve, 
2013). Nevertheless, categories based on nationality or ethnicity sometimes 
spontaneously emerge in group conversations. It mostly happens when some 
participants want to affirm their inclusion within the Italian in-group (i.e. I’m Ital-
ian, I’m almost one hundred %Italian). Statements of this sort, often prompted 
responses in a similar fashion (i.e. I’m half and half; I’m Italian-nationality; I’m 
first Italian and then…) revealing that the majority defined themselves as being 
both Italian and other or, using Portes’ label (1999: 470), «hyphenated Italians». 

More frequently though, ethnic/national categorization arise in students’ dis-
courses not so much because it figures saliently in second generation students 
sense of self, but rather because they reject its relevance for their everyday 
practices and experience. Other axes of difference like the way of life, gender, 
education, and socio-economic status appear to be more relevant to define in-
groups and outgroups. One example is offered by the words of a teenager 
stressing the distance between herself and the national group she is supposed 
to be part of: 
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They have a way of life which makes me uncomfortable […] When I go to their 
parties - as we don’t see each other often – they have a sort of music that I don’t 
like to dance. I’m not at ease with them, they are noisy (caciaroni], they drink a 
lot, I also do a bit, but I don’t like it the way they do. […] Also… they live in the 
suburbs. They have different habits not because they are Peruvians, simply be-
cause they are like that. They are boors [coatti]. I feel that I don’t really fit in (Focus 
4, Participant 4), 
 

Therefore, our interviewees actively negotiate their identities within a social 
space that may include a sense of belonging to both parents’ country of origin 
and country of settlement, but boundaries of the ingroup to which they identify 
are variable, multiple and do not run along ethnic or national fault lines. 

In forming identities, young people also take into account the way they are 
perceived by others. The children of migrants are highly aware of being classi-
fied according to their parents’ country of origin, or simply for them being differ-
ent, for being immigrants. As pointed out by Ambrosini (2017:11) though, such 
a collective category, which is broadly used in pejorative terms in Italy, only 
includes those coming from poor countries. Some of our interviewees who hap-
pened to meet visiting students from the US spontaneously voice their anger 
over this bias:  

 
- It happened to me to meet a child coming – according to her - from New York. 
And everybody went to her saying: Wow! Cool! You come from New York! You 
are American! I never saw the same reaction with one coming from… Bolivia!  
- Those coming from countries in need are treated badly. Those coming from 
countries richer than this one, they are always the best! (Focus 4, Participants 1 
and 4) 
 

Moreover, some students also denounce a racial classification system that 
categorizes them as black, in a collective macro-category which includes Indi-
ans, Bengalis, Libyans, Peruvians and all those visibly non-white without any 
further distinction. 

 

Concluding remarks 
 
Our study reveals a complex picture of second-generation students quite well 

integrated in the educational system, who developed strong and extended ties 
with their Italian peers in and outside school. In accordance with previous stud-
ies, this does not suggest the decline of boundaries among social groups based 
on ethnicity or nationalities, neither does it indicate a linear and smooth process 
of inclusion of a new generation of people with migrant background. 

Rather, our findings shift attention to new boundaries for defining ingroups 
and outgroups in a society where the heterogeneity of (and within) ethnic mi-
norities is becoming more and more visible. The proliferation of identities and 
the contestation of their meanings demand a research perspective which sheds 
more light on the ways in which second generation youth actively negotiate ex-
periences of inclusion and exclusion and the dynamic interplay between ethnic-
ity, generation, education, and socio-economic status.  

Furthermore, in opposition and contestation to the external labelling in the 
wider Italian society, students with a migration background offered the research-
ers images of themselves that were rather unanchored from their origin and 
firmly embedded in the texture of everyday relational experiences with their Ital-
ian peers and friends. 

In the encounter with Italian society children of immigrants can, within certain 
limits, shape the classificatory system at use, questioning and contesting the 
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categories we position them in. They are not helpless vis-à-vis external labelling 
and their ambivalent identities, not necessarily choose between two cultures but 
actively hybridise them, renders them agents of change for themselves and for 
society as a whole. 
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