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Abstract
This article examines the post-school pathways of Russian-speaking students in Ireland after completing secondary education; the importance of personal and institutional factors in shaping their transition process, and the role of parents and schools in achieving the post-school goals. The article draws on the qualitative exploratory study of 14 Russian-speaking migrant-origin students, to see how this group progresses beyond secondary schooling in the Irish education system. The study found that all participants had high educational aspirations. Most students achieved their desired first-choice post-school pathway, despite coming from a different linguistic and cultural background. The article points to a range of factors, which affect the post-school transition of migrant young people. The findings are discussed in light of Ireland’s liberal welfare state model with neo-liberal tendencies where those in positions of power can buy in to the advantages of the more neo-liberal side of the regime. 

1. Introduction

Over the years, there has been growing interest in post-school pathways of young people, and factors that impact on the decision-making process as well as factors that affect their transition to higher/further education and the labour market. Fewer studies have looked at the transition of migrant-origin students in ‘new’ migrant receiving countries such as Ireland. This study has focussed on a specific group – students from a different linguistic background who have high levels of command of the language of instruction and high ambitions. It seeks to explore the experiences of these students as they progress beyond secondary education.

Ireland can be considered as a neoliberal state characterised by increasing commercialisation, privatisation, managerialism and annual league tables as a measure of excellence in schooling (Lynch et al., 2013). Compared to a decade ago, university funding now comes to a greater extent from private sources, such as international student fees and philanthropic donations, while state funding has been cut back (Mercille and Murphy, 2015). Ireland closely aligns with the humanist tradition that McLean (1995) outlined when he compared three educational traditions in industrialised countries1. Although Esping-Anderson (1996) argued that Ireland fits within the so-called ‘liberal regime’ – characterised by market-based solutions (e.g. pensions) supported by a tax system, a culture of hire and fire, and generally flexible labour markets as well as generally higher employment and lower social expenditure – there has been a shift in recent decades in that Ireland no longer easily fits within one of the three regimes of welfare capitalism. For example, Lynch (2006) offers a critique of the neoliberal model of marketized education. She posits that Irish policy strongly concentrates on the role of education in serving the economy and developing a skilled workforce for the economy to the neglect of its social and developmental responsibilities. Green et al. (2006) also grapple with the fact that Ireland does not sit neatly in either of the traditional binary options – the neoliberal versus social market model. By using the education system as an example, they argue that Ireland is more similar to core Europe than the UK due to its high labour productivity. However, viewing countries purely through such binaries is not helpful to the field of research because it does not advance our understanding. Instead, a hybrid approach could be a better way to understanding Ireland as model of the knowledge society, what we would refer to as a historically liberal regime with deepening neoliberalism at the present time, particularly in higher education.

This article therefore examines the educational transitions among Russian-speaking youth in a historically liberal Irish regime with contemporary neo-liberal tendencies. Job creation during the mid-1990s to the mid-2000s, a period known as Celtic Tiger, made Ireland a lucrative destination for migrants as well as returning emigrants. The participants in this research came from families of economic migrants who were encouraged to come to Ireland due to labour demand and a relatively high standard of living. This article focuses specifically on Russian speakers – an under-researched group in migration studies in Ireland. According to the 2016 Census, there are 16,213 non-Irish nationals who speak Russian at home. In addition, there are 5,494 persons with dual-Irish nationality who speak Russian as their primary language at home. This brings the total number of people speaking Russian as a primary language at home to 21,707. Although the 2016 census records 21,707 persons who spoke Russian at home only 8.9 per cent of those are Russian nationals. 29.5 per cent were of Irish or dual-Irish nationality, 23 per cent were Latvian nationals, 9.1 per cent were Lithuanian, 4 per cent Estonian and 2.5 per cent Ukrainian (CSO, 2017, p. 54).  

While existing research has focussed on migrant students in general or specific migrant groups such as Poles and Asians (see for example, Szmytkowska, 2011, Pan, 2011, Yau, 2007) some migrant groups – such as Russian-speakers from Eastern Europe have been overlooked, yet they make up a notable number of new arrivals to Ireland. The shared feature of this group is their first-generation status and the fact that this group shares the same characteristics in that they value education as a way of upward mobility. Speaking Russian over other languages makes no difference so that this group is exactly as any other first-generation immigrant who is not an English or Irish native speaker. Different status of Russian-speaking migrants coming from non-EU and EU countries is likely to have an impact on their post-school pathways. Non-EU citizens are subject to different requirements, for example, they must pay considerably higher fees for tertiary education than EU citizens. Within this group, there is the potential for observing a diversity of pathways due to some students facing structural barriers to further education, higher education and the labour market, while other students from this group may be facing socio-cultural barriers to their preferred pathway. The varied nature of immigration status and country of origin means that within the Russian-speaking community their experiences of the education system and their post-school pathways can be equally as varied. Russian-speakers living in Ireland are at risk of suffering from cultural reductionism. According to Smyth (2011), Russian-speakers as a group ‘are verging on being invisible in contemporary Ireland: all Central or Eastern European countries are misleadingly referred to as ‘accession states’ in public discourse’. A similar situation is found to exist in Britain. According to a study on Russian-speakers in London, there is a relative invisibility, which cloaks Russian-speaking migrants because of ‘the tendency of academic work to group together, rather than proliferate into the general sphere of migration studies’ (Malyutina, 2014, p. 110). 

While Eriksson’s (2011) research on Russian-speaking students in Ireland gives a comprehensive overview of their experiences within the classroom environment, there is paucity of research on post-school pathways of migrant youth in Ireland. Existing research suggests that students from lower income and minority ethnic groups in Ireland are potentially more ‘at risk’ and have more difficulties in making the transition from primary to secondary schooling than their peers (Smyth, 2017). Therefore, there is a need for research on how young migrant students in Ireland experience the transition from secondary to post-school education and the labour market (Darmody, 2012). This article seeks answers to important questions including: What welfare paradigm applies to Ireland and how is this likely to influence post-school pathways including those of immigrant origins? What post-school pathways do Russian speakers choose after completing secondary education? How important are personal and institutional factors in shaping Russian-speaker’s transition from compulsory schooling to higher education/labour market? To what extent does students’ and parents’ background play a role in achieving the post-secondary education goals? Following this Introduction, the second section outlines the Irish education system in more detail and focuses on migrant students in the Irish education system. Then we move on to the methodology section, which describes the research sample and analysis. The subsequent sections provide a discussion of key findings followed by concluding remarks. 

2. Overview of the Irish education system 

Schooling in Ireland is compulsory from the age of six until 16. The retention rate to Leaving Certificate exam – an exam taking place at the end of secondary school – is high, although results vary by type of school (DES, 2016). Compared to the rest of the EU, the rate of early school leaving is low – 11% vs 6% respectively. Ireland has seen a threefold increase in the number of migrant students over the past two decades, with pupils in Irish schools coming from over 160 countries and for over 70% English is not their first language (DES, 2016). Children of immigrants now account for roughly 10% of the primary school level population (between four and 12 years of age) and about 8% of the post-primary school level population (between 12 and 18 years of age). There is however, a difference in the distribution of these students across schools at primary and post-primary levels. The majority of migrant children and youth in Ireland are first generation. Despite some progress in providing targeted support for migrant children in Irish primary and secondary schools in the form of additional English-language provision, the economic downturn between 2008 and 2013 resulted in significant cuts in the education sector that have also reduced initiatives supporting linguistic and sociocultural inclusion of migrant students (Faas et al., 2015). These cuts have not been fully restored despite the recent renewed economic boom since 2015. Existing research indicates that a gap exists between native and migrant students in primary and secondary schools (Darmody and Smyth, 2018), which is likely to have impact on post-school options available to migrant students.

The Irish education system allows for ‘active’ school choice amongst parents, unlike the UK there is no requirement that young people attend their local school. However, each school adheres to their admission policy and criteria. Criteria can vary between schools based on living within catchment area, religious beliefs or date of enrolment. Within the 711 secondary schools in Ireland there are varying degrees of socio-economic disadvantage (DES, 2017). The Department of Education created a scheme - DEIS (Delivering Equality of Education in Schools) to assist schools with a high proportion of students coming from lower socio-economic status neighbourhoods. These schools have also been found to have a higher proportion of migrants (Smyth et al. 2008). Schools which are part of the DEIS scheme have access to a wide range of additional supports including additional funding for books, school meals and home school community liaison services. Issues have been raised surrounding segregation and clustering of migrant students in certain schools. Statistics from the Department of Education show that 23 per cent of schools cater for four out of five migrant children in Ireland (Duncan and Humphreys, 2015). 

Table 1: Overview of the Irish Education System
	
Primary education 

	
Secondary education: Junior Cycle

	
Secondary education: Senior Cycle
	
University education 

	Pre-primary schooling (age 3/4)
Senior and Junior Infants (age 4-6)
	3 years (age 12/13 to 15/16) 
Voluntary, Vocational, Community and Comprehensive Schools


	2 years (age 15/16 to 17/18)
Voluntary, Vocational, Community and Comprehensive Schools
	Generally 3 years, in some universities 4 years until BA degree


	Primary schooling 
6 years (age 6 to 12)
	
	Further education: Post-Leaving Certificate 1 year or Apprenticeship Training

	



Higher and further education is provided by seven universities as well as 14 Institutes of Technology in the Republic of Ireland. Existing research by McCoy et al. (2014) indicates that university remains a desired destination for a majority of students after finishing secondary school. 

In Ireland as elsewhere, migrant students and their families can face challenges when navigating the education system of a host country. The Irish system may be unfamiliar to parents who have not come through the system themselves and they may not be aware of the choices or pathways available (Devine, 2011). Research suggests that there is an achievement gap between migrant and non-migrant students in the Irish education system. This gap could be attributed to the barriers and obstacles facing migrant families surrounding educational decision-making and school choice (Ledwith and Reilly, 2013). However, compared with other migrant-receiving societies in Europe, the educational performance gap between native and migrant students is small. Teacher’s perceptions of migrant students’ ability can also play a role in their students’ outcomes. International literature suggests a narrative that Asian students are considered to be a ‘model minority’ or ‘model immigrants’ with teachers’ perceptions of this group being high achievers, good students and well behaved’ (Nowlan, 2015, p. 107). A study in Irish secondary schools found that teachers often praised the work ethic and behaviour of newcomer migrant students in their classroom, they were especially positive about the aptitude and ability of migrant students from Eastern Europe when compared to other migrant groups such as African or Asian migrants (Smyth et al., 2009, p. 27).  Smyth et al. (2009) attribute this difference to class and race-based perceptions. This illustrates how teachers’ beliefs can shape a student’s educational journey and educational outcomes. Research suggests that low levels of migrant academic achievement can be explained by migrant families’ lower socio-economic position (OECD, 2018). However, while migrants’ backgrounds and countries of origin differ so vastly it can be difficult to ascribe outcomes to one indicator alone such as social class. There is evidence to suggest that a mother’s education level can be a strong influence on their child’s education outcomes (McGinnity et al., 2015). The social and cultural capital possessed by migrant families does not necessarily travel to the country they migrate to which can create another level of disadvantage. Drawing on Growing Up in Ireland (GUI) longitudinal data, research found that the biggest gap in English reading skills was amongst East European students and that their parents had the lowest proficiency in the English language. Since the parents are not proficient in English the research found that they were less likely to engage with their child’s academic work or engage with cultural activities such as reading in English. As a result of the parents’ limited cultural capital there was a direct negative impact on their child’s academic achievement as verified by their low reading scores (McGinnity et al., 2015). Research has also indicated that collectively migrants in Ireland are a highly-educated group with high parental educational aspirations and with the proportion of degree holders exceeding that of the domestic population (Darmody and Smyth, 2018; Barrett and Duffy, 2008). However, they do not appear to access jobs that entirely reflect their educational levels, and appear to be earning less than comparable natives. Collectively, in PISA 2015, students with a migration background in Ireland scored only marginally lower than their Irish peers (OECD, 2016) whereas in most other OECD countries immigrant students score significantly lower. The most recently arrived migrants from Eastern Europe have the lowest educational attainment levels. While migrant students are over-represented in the Leaving Certificate programme that allows for university access, they are likely to be placed in lower level classes compared to their Irish peers amounting to institutional discrimination (Smyth et al., 2009). 

3. Conceptualising and researching post-school pathways 

This article draws on different bodies of literatures to guide the arguments presented. While not aiming to be exhaustive, it maps areas relevant for exploring the research questions presented in the Introduction. First, young people’s life chances are strongly influenced by schooling and education system, more broadly. There is now a considerable literature highlighting unequal life chances that are perpetuated by the  structural  and  systemic  factors  embedded  in  the  national  education  systems (see, for example Schmidt, 2015). In addition, progress throughout the education is also shaped by various background related factors including social class, race, ethnicity and others (Conchas et al., 2015). Inequality of life chances can have a cumulative effect, especially over time. Young people experience at least four major transitions: starting formal schooling; moving from  primary  to  secondary  schooling;  moving  on  to  tertiary  level;  and/or  entering  the  labour  market. These different transition points, or what Anderson et al (2000) call ‘systemic transitions’, are very important in a young person’s life. The ease with which students adapt to the changes that occur  during  the  move  often  decides  how  they  will  fare  in  the  education  system  later  on.    In  this  context,  the  importance  of  seamless  transitions  between  various  levels  of  schooling   cannot   be   underestimated   as   the   dispositions   towards   learning   and   academic   achievement are moulded by students’ experiences at school early on. These dispositions and aspirations, in turn, have  a  strong  impact  on  students’  successful  outcomes  in  education  and  beyond. Another transition that is likely to impact on students’ educational career is a move from a country of origin to a host country with often different educational system, language of instruction and curriculum content.

Educational aspirations of young people are shaped by a number of factors including experiences at school, expectations of teachers, the family endowment, cultural capital and past academic achievement (Salikutluk, 2016). Positive experiences, available of cultural capital and support, are likely to have a positive effect in shaping students’ aspirations and decision-making in education and their post-school pathways. While educational success is important for all young people, it can be considered particularly relevant for immigrant-origin children, as educational success has been found to contribute to successful integration of immigrant groups into the host countries. Some authors have highlighted greater likelihood of immigrant-origin children leaving school prematurely (Nouwen et al., 2015). However, an analysis of PISA data has revealed that the reasons for dropping out are the same for migrants and natives, once background and school characteristics are controlled for (see Hippe, 2018). Existing studies in the European context have shown that many migrant groups hold high aspirations for their children (Brinbaum and Lutz, 2017). 

Educational aspirations are closely linked with post-school pathways. The decision-making involved in preparing for exit from the secondary schooling involves a number of factors including disposition of the young people and their family towards education, options available, support from teachers among others. In other words, making the transition from school to further education or labour market requires both institutional and social support. Transition from school to post-school may be particularly complex for immigrant-origin youth so it is vital to understand what role schools and educational system in general can play to provide equal opportunities for these young people. At the same time it is important not to see these students as passive actors in the field of education; it has been recognised that many exhibit considerable resilience navigating their way through the education system (see OECD, 2018). It is important to help students to recognise their strengths and options available to them as well as recognise their need for support to bolster their motivation and resilience.

Existing research suggests that the potential post-school pathways for a student are dependent on many factors. Students living in disadvantaged areas and coming from low socio-economic status households are likely to be disadvantaged within the education system. Parents who may not have attended higher education themselves or are new to the country with little knowledge of the Irish system are at a clear disadvantage in guiding their children’s post school pathways. Some migrant families find themselves in a juxtaposing position of living in a disadvantaged area, working a low-paid unskilled job but having a high level of education (Devine, 2011; Darmody, 2012). The socio-economic status of the school attended cannot be underestimated as an influence on post-school pathways. There is strong evidence to suggest that the school social mix is more powerful than any other factor in influencing the post-school pathways of students (Smyth et al., 2014). Through the use of streaming into lower ability classes3 and a programme such as Leaving Certificate Applied, not all students are afforded the same opportunities to compete for a place in higher education. For example, working-class students are over-represented in the Leaving Certificate Applied compared to their middle or upper-class peers and these students are less likely to plan to go to higher education due to the nature of the programme (Smyth et al., 2011). From this, it can be observed that a channelling of students into lower school streams and the Leaving Certificate Applied programme is likely to limit their choice of post-school pathway from university courses to Post-Leaving Certificate colleges. 

The issue of inequality and marginalisation is also of importance because OECD research has found that in an increasingly competitive labour market, it is those with multiple disadvantages who are likely to face the greatest difficulties (Scarpetta et al., 2010). Participants in this study were planning their post-school pathways within the context of having experienced institutional transition which for some students may pose problems (Smyth et al., 2004). In addition, these students did not have English as their first language, their parents may have had no knowledge of the Irish education system and in some cases, were living in socio-economically disadvantaged areas and attending designated disadvantaged schools. 

Traditional pathways such as apprenticeships can become quickly outdated or undesirable during periods of rapid change (Raffe, 2001, 2003, 2013). For example, during the recession in Ireland the severe downturn in the construction sector was reflected in a striking growth in the number of unemployed individuals with a PLC level qualification including apprenticeships (Bergin et al., 2014). By recognising that the stability of 'traditional' pathways no longer exists, students choosing a more general course of study may also discover that this does not offer a direct inroad to the labour market and become dissatisfied with their choices. This is reflected in findings which show that almost half of school leavers in Ireland expressed regrets about the pathway they had taken (McCoy et al., 2014). Such high levels of students reporting regrets raises questions around guidance provision in school and the fact that there is such a high emphasis placed on getting a third level education2.

There is growing international research on the experience of immigrant students in the education system. Ireland has a relatively short history of immigration when compared to countries such as the U.S. and Australia. As such, literature from countries with longer histories of immigration also have more research on immigrant students in their education systems. Research on immigrants in the education system tends to focus on secondary schooling (Ochocka, 2006; Perreira and Spees, 2015; Suarez-Orozco, 2015; Rerak-Zampou, 2016; Kalalahti et al., 2017). More recently there has been a trend to try and understand students of immigrant origin’s transition from compulsory schooling to third level education or the labour market (Sweet et al., 2009; Ait-Said et al., 2009; Froy and Pyne, 2011; Dag-Tjaden, 2013; Lagana et al., 2014;). This is of growing importance as young people with immigrant backgrounds are more likely to be unemployed than native youth in almost all OECD countries (Froy and Pyne, 2011). The economic recession in Ireland had a negative impact on the post-school pathways of young people. The proportion of young people not in employment, education or training in Ireland rose sharply during the period of recession. The rate of young people not in employment, education or training was at a comparatively average level of eleven per cent until 2007 and rose to 22 per cent by 2011 (OECD, 2016, p. 1). Kelly et al. (2014) found that Irish national youths were more likely to exit unemployment and enter employment than non-Irish national youths during the recession.  The recession in Ireland was part of a global economic downturn which negatively impacted the employment outcomes for youth in general; however, this was intensified for immigrant youth (Froy and Pyne, 2011)
4. Methodology

The qualitative exploratory study consisted of two waves of in-depth semi-structured interviews with Russian-speaking students. The first wave of interviews was scheduled for the final year of school before the students sat their Leaving Certificate. The second wave of interviews was scheduled for approximately 12 months later and the second interview schedule was developed after preliminary analysis of the first stage (see Appendices). The first wave of interviews provided an insight into the rationale and thought processes behind the decisions that students make for their future pathways. The students were in a ‘critical’ stage of their lives during their first interviews, on the verge of leaving school. Exploring their lives in the course of their final year of school helped to understand the processes shaping their decisions about post-school pathways. The interval of twelve months allowed time for the transition from school to their chosen pathway to occur. The second wave of interviews show the outcomes of the decisions and choices made during their final school year and how these outcomes will influence their adult lives. Baltes et al. (1979) recognise that the investigation of more critical periods in young people lives ‘may require longitudinal research involving relatively short intervals between observations’ (Baltes et al., 1979, p. 7).

Twenty eight semi-structured interviews were conducted in total (14 in Wave 1 and 14 in Wave 2). Half the sample were recruited through Russian language schools (one in Galway and one in Dublin), the other half were recruited from four secondary schools (two schools in the capital, and two in smaller towns). The sample is diverse in terms of gender, country of origin (Russia, Azerbaijan, Ukraine, Moldova, Latvia and Lithuania), and type of school attended (DEIS, Non-DEIS, Vocational School and Community College). It was expected that Russian-speaking migrants from EU countries face less structural barriers preventing their transition to the labour market and higher education compared to a Russian speaker from a non-EU country. All students who applied for higher education were in receipt of financial assistance from Student Universal Support Ireland3. 

A research journal and comprehensive fieldnotes during the interviewing stage were kept. By engaging with the fieldnotes (summaries, memos and reflections) in the early stages of data collection this helped to narrow the focus of the study and establish emerging themes. Once an interview had been conducted the next step was to begin transcribing the data. The interviews were conducted in English so there was no translation necessary. The data was then manually coded to develop a deep understanding of the nuances and complexities of the interviews, and the different codes were interpreted through a thematic analysis. The initial themes (migration, family, school and post-school pathways in Wave 1; and college, settling in, independent learning, social and reflections in Wave 2) were identified within the literature review with some themes emerging during the interview process. Anonymity was assured to all participants at the beginning of the process. Pseudonyms were adopted for transcription and coding of the data, and for reporting the findings in this article. 

5. Findings

5.1. Migratory and educational transitions 

The main theme that emerged throughout the two waves of interviews was ‘transition’ in a broad sense. The multi-dimensional character of the term was evident from the fact that the term had different meanings for the participants; firstly describing the process of emigrating from their country of origin to Ireland, followed by institutional transitions from their old school in their native country to the new school in Ireland. The students experienced this ‘primary’ transition in different ways depending on how much their parents had prepared them for the process of migration in advance, their level of English (one of the two languages of instruction) upon arrival and the school’s preparedness in enrolling migrant students and the support systems available to them. Not surprisingly, fluency in the language of instruction played an important role in the settling-in process, as expressed by Artur and Pasha who were taken out from some lessons to receive extra tuition in English:

Artur: Yeah, I was taken out for their English time. I was taken out to another classroom there was a teacher there who spoke with international students who were learning words, vocabulary in it was very good I got to learn a lot of words 
[…]
Pasha: Yeah and I actually have to say it was probably the best assistance that I ever received. I always had extra teachers throughout every class up to fifth class. I had assistance with my English; they basically took me out every time we had Irish they just took me out and there were a range of activities. We had different learning methods it was one on one teaching it was really effective it was a big factor in helping me speak with the fluency I speak with today.

Many of the participants had first attended a primary school in Ireland and then had to make a transition to secondary schools. This involved re-location, dealing with a number of subject teachers as well as encountering more formal and academically-focussed environments (see also Smyth et al., 2004). All of the participants in this study saw their preferred pathway tertiary education.  

The national context shows that in Ireland the most dominant transition is from secondary education straight into a further or higher education level institution (McCoy et al., 2014). In Ireland, University or college is viewed as a desirable post-school pathway compared to vocational training. An OECD review of vocational education sector in Ireland found that the sector provided only limited apprenticeships to a narrow set of occupations (Kis, 2010).

There is a growing body of international literature, which shows, that first generation migrant parents tend to strongly encourage their children to attend university (Louie, 2011), as a way of upward mobility. In addition to parents’ and students’ ambitions, the economy may also play a role in shaping the transitions from secondary to tertiary education and the labour market. If the economy is stable, then its role in shaping transitions may be more peripheral, but if it is experiencing recession or ‘boom’ then it becomes more of a key influencer. During the period that the participants in this study were making decisions regarding their post-school pathways Ireland was still in a recession and there was a scarcity of employment opportunities. The rate of unemployment had risen from a previously stable 4.5 per cent to 15 per cent in 2012 (CSO, 2012). Hence, a transition from secondary to higher education was the dominant route for the majority of students in this research, which reflects the national context (McCoy et al., 2014). 

5.2. Educational aspirations

In the case of Russian-speakers in Ireland it appears that they, similar to other first generation migrants, have high educational aspirations for themselves and their children (see also Darmody et al., 2016). This is in keeping with findings from Tereshchenko (2013, p. 4) which found that education has great importance for Eastern European families generally (Tereshchenko, 2013, p. 4). Maintaining linguistic heritage also plays an important role. Research conducted with Russian-speaking parents in Ireland suggests that Russian-speaking parents strongly supported their children to be as fluent as possible in the Russian language (Kraftsoff and Quinn, 2009). While this desire for language maintenance may be linked to culture and history, there is also evidence to suggest that it is closely aligned to educational aspirations in the Irish educations system as Ireland enables sitting for Leaving Certificate exams in a range of different languages which is likely to boost the exam results for migrant-origin students. 

Parental aspirations in this study influenced the decision-making processes of the child and covered a range of spheres in the education system including initial decisions regarding school choice, subject choice, which level to study for state exams4 and post-school planning. Several students were encouraged to pursue subjects that their parents felt were more academic than the creative subjects they themselves wished to study:

Aliona: Yeah from first year I wanted to pick something arty, something creative cos I’m quite creative kind of person but they were like pick business and science. So that’s what I picked in third year then I dropped business cos it didn't interest me so like they did have an influence in choosing my subjects. 
[…]
Dmitri: Oh yeah, my mam influenced my choices greatly. But I feel grateful for her influence now cos I would have initially done technical graphics and art but she said to do business instead of art and now business is what I’m hoping to do after school. So I’m extremely grateful, I still remember that night like me and my mam were just sitting and she was like no you’re doing business it will be better for your future. I didn't want to do it but she was like no you’re doing it.

For the most part, students and parents held similarly high aspirations. The majority of students in our sample achieved their desired pathway. Of the fourteen, ten attended university courses in Ireland, two moved on to university courses overseas and one found work in the hospitality sector. The university courses ranged from computer science, to architecture, business and law. There were some exceptions: for example, Artur had hoped to study medicine but did not get sufficient points in the HPAT (Health Professions Admission Test) exam to do so. He felt it was the language barrier that worked against him, since “you need to read [long paragraphs] in one minute thirty seconds and answer it”. Since his parents were not in a position to pay the re-exam fee, he eventually settled with his fifth choice – a general science course at Trinity College Dublin. 

The second wave of interviews was conducted during the students’ second semester of their first year of college. At that stage, none of the students had switched courses, no students indicated that they would be switching nor had any student left a course or ‘dropped out’ of college – seemingly indicating successful transition for the group of young people. While all students in the research said they were comfortable with the academic standard expected of them, there were a few cases that indicated students were surprised by elements of their chosen pathway and had not researched the course properly prior to applying. For example, Marta spoke at length during the first interview about her determination to study psychology at university:

Marta: I saw this course in Trinity and other universities and read what it’s about and I thought it’s really for me it’s really interesting. At first I wanted to do psychology but when I went to the open day in Trinity and DCU but when I was there I went to the psychology talks just for myself cos I just like psychology and the more I went the more I liked it so that was it. I just knew psychology was for me I mean I liked law as well but I don’t have such passion for law as I have for psychology so I thought I went for psychology. 

When Marta was interviewed the second time, despite having researched the course, there were elements such as statistics that surprised her and did not interest her. However, a large majority of our sample felt satisfied and prepared for their university courses.  

5.3. The role of parents and the school

International research consistently shows the impact social class and levels of education have on the outcomes of students. In this study, parents with no third level education had the most unrealistic expectations for their children. The effect that this had on how students make the transition to higher education can be seen in the students’ outcomes. Out of five students whose parents did not attend third level, three students did not get offered their preferred choice (generally requiring a very high number of points). Subsequently these three students faced a more difficult period of transition than the other students in this research. 

Although parents’ opinion matters, students often made up their own minds with regard to their post-school pathway. For example, Inga looked to her parents for reassurance rather than guidance: “I just like ask for my Mam’s advice if she thinks it would be helpful but I choose myself”. During the first interview, Inga wanted to ‘work’ after school but she did not have any particular area or type of work in mind. During the second interview, Inga explained that gaining financial independence was important to her. This was not something she felt could be achieved immediately by attending college and therefore wanted to work to earn money. There was no sense of regret or a feeling of having missed out on an opportunity to go to college like the majority of her peers:

Inga: Well I wanted to be more independent I guess and the way I think about it it’s never late to go back and do a course once you know what u would definitely like to do. 
Interviewer: How did you find your current job? 
Inga: While doing my leaving cert I had part time job for weekends and I wanted to get full time job since I was finished school I did apply at many place and got few calls back I tried at Eddie Rockets and lasted two days it really wasn't for me. Then the day I left I got call for interview from my current job and I got started within few days. First I was at the deli and then they decided to train me for the floor and check outs. Working with food isn't exactly for me so I was so excited that I got moved to work on the floor. (…) I think I will do a course in future, well I was thinking of hotel management.

Artur knew he wanted to study medicine since he started in secondary school. Artur felt he did not need to discuss his subject choices with his parents because he knew the academic requirements and his parents understood that he was clear about his pathway. Similarly, for Vadim and Pasha who both wished to study computer science this was the only pathway they both wished to pursue. Both students were aware of the academic requirements and their parents were satisfied with computer science as a career. Arguably, the high levels of parental engagement in these instances can be explained by the fact that the students wished to follow a similar career path to that of their parents, as such the parents would have expert knowledge of what is required of the student and could offer advice and direction.

The school also plays a pivotal role in subject choice, which can have lasting implications for post-school pathways. For example, Valentina decided after her Junior Certificate (the end of the first cycle of secondary education in Ireland, aged 14) that she wanted to study architecture in college, which requires specific Leaving Certificate subjects that were not offered at her school. Valentina spoke about the decision to move school to be able to do the subjects that would allow her study architecture at university. If Valentina had stayed in the school she had first enrolled in, the lack of subjects being offered would have acted as a barrier to her preferred post-school pathway. 

Valentina: Oh well I did my Junior Cert in (school name) and then I had to go because there was no physics and I need it for architecture. 
Interviewer: So how did you decide which school to move to? 
Valentina: Mostly my Dad researched every single secondary school in Dublin and he found this one but it’s really far away from my house it takes like an hour and a half. 
Interviewer: Do you think the travelling is worth it? 
Valentina: Yeah and plus I got they offer an extra subject in this school- technical graphics and its really useful for architecture.

Pasha and Inga both moved house within Ireland during the period when they were due to start secondary school. They both moved during the academic year and as a result there were structural barriers which limited their ability to choose which subjects they wished to study. Due to limited class sizes in the schools they enrolled in, the students were accommodated in whichever classes were not full at the time they arrived. 

Pasha: When I came here in second year because we came in a week or two later than school started because we couldn’t find any accommodation there wasn’t any spaces left in this school because we were applying late but there was one spot available in the classes I had to basically just go to whatever was left free because there weren’t any spaces so they just put me wherever they could find a spot. 
[…]
Inga: I didn’t get a chance to pick my subjects myself cos we moved to Swords two weeks into the school year cos I was in Latvia so I was a bit later than everyone else. They put me in home economics that was OK but they put me in business too that was bad.

Schools thus have the potential to restrict decision-making through the subjects they offer. A school can also place restrictions upon students through their use of streaming. Research has shown that migrant students – including some of the Russian speakers in this study – are more likely to be placed into classes of lower ability based on their perceived lack of ability which is mainly based on their English language skills (Smyth et al., 2009).

6. Conclusions

This article has demonstrated that there are many factors which can shape the post-school transition of young people, including those with a migration background. Micro- (parental education level, parental occupation), meso- (school- level) and macro-level factors (education system and state policies) can accrue and work together to cumulatively offer increased protection or increased risk regarding the progress of young people through the education system and beyond.

In this study, migrant parents with the lowest level of education were working in low-paid unskilled jobs or relying on social welfare payments. Their lack of financial capital meant they were essentially ‘locked-out’ of the private education market in Ireland which permeates many aspects of the system from fee-paying schools, intensive subject grinds, preparatory workshops for specialist exams such as the HPAT for medicine. However, all parents had high expectations and aspirations for their children and saw education as a way of upward mobility. Despite these economic constraints, children of these parents were able to make successful educational transitions to the destinations of their choice. Students’ own agency seemed to play an important role in the process. Around half the students exercised their own agency whilst taking support and advice from their parents (see for example Inga’s case) while others were more strongly influenced by their parents in their decision-making process. Arguably, this is the result of parents exercising their control in a neoliberal regime such as Ireland where they feel a need to direct their children into the best available post-school pathway to ensure better life-chances for their children. To give the children a better ‘starting platform’, some migrant parents enrolled their children in fee-paying schools, often involving considerable personal sacrifice. Choosing the ‘right’ school is an important decision for many families in Ireland (Faller, 2015). 

Whilst this article has argued that Ireland can be best understood as a hybrid of liberal and neoliberal regimes, it is clear that with regard to the education system the dominance of the market prevails and those in positions of economic and social power can ‘buy-in’ to the advantages of the more neoliberal side of the regime (Angus, 2012; Mercille and Murphy, 2015). This may mean potentially growing inequalities between ‘better off’ individuals and those of migrant origin in Irish society. Those families who could afford sent their children to a fee-paying school in the hope of educational advantages for their children. These choices were not available to families lacking the financial capital and whose choices were strictly limited to the public-school options (see for example Artur’s case). Drawing on evidence from high schools in New York, Brathwaite (2017) argues that neoliberal policies exacerbate and reproduce existing class and ethnic inequalities in schooling. Having high levels of cultural and social capital does not, however, always translate into an asset in post-migration situations. Although the parents have been in Ireland for some time, they may still not possess full ‘insider’ knowledge or the nuances of the Irish system, and therefore rely on support from their school and peers. The most consistent factor in students experiencing a positive post-school transition in this research is rooted in their ability to cope with change. All of them have previously undergone a major transition in their lives by migrating to a new country. Arguably, for some of them, this previous transition has built their capacity to cope with change and transition. 

The neoliberal Irish education system is underpinned by business values whereby students and their parents are defined as consumers. Under neoliberalism, social actors are required to make educational choices (for example regarding where parents send their children to school) in competitive education markets on the basis of evaluations of their costs and benefits and of the perceived probabilities of more or less successful outcomes (Power et al., 2015). Power et al. (2015) critique the emergence of an ideology of ‘consumer choice’ in the Irish education system because this ideology serves those that can afford choices such as fee-paying schools and results in inequalities based on personal responsibility and choice. Choice is also bounded by school admission policies and admission criteria, which, until recently tended to favour families settled in the area where the school locates. While Ireland attracts mostly highly-educated migrants, such as the Russian speaking students in this sample, its largely denominational education system means that children of the wrong faith or no faith, and newcomers to an area, including migrants, can be at a disadvantage for instance with regard to school admissions. Higher education was the assumed and desired pathway for 13 out of the 14 participants in this study. However, not all students achieved their first choice; several students had to accept a course or an institution which was not their preference. An education system which promotes alternative post-school pathways to encompass the varying interest and abilities of young people as well as considering the skillset required for Irelands’ economy would create a better system for future generations of school-leavers.  

Finally, it is important to reiterate that the evidence presented in this article is based on a rather small sample of 14 Russian-speaking students. These were highly motivated individuals with a good command of English who have been in Ireland for some time along with their parents. We accept that there can be other post-school pathway transitions and experiences if the circumstances of the group are different. For example, refugees and asylum seekers face additional hurdles in terms of accessing education. However, this article indicates that some migrants can succeed very well despite potential barriers they face. This study could usefully be extended to other migrant groups in Irish society and indeed to other country contexts. 

Notes

1. McLean (1995) also identifies the rationalist-encyclopaedic tradition which he saw as originating in the Enlightenment and the 1789 French Revolution. An élite is chosen to serve the masses and the main disciplines of knowledge should be acquired by all children. The third is the naturalist tradition in northern Europe including Scandinavia and Germany. Naturalist ideas focus on the child in the community, and schools should support local village, economic, religious and historical cultures. 
2. In Ireland, third level institutions refer to universities, colleges and institutes of technology.
3. Student Universal Support Ireland (SUSI) is the single national awarding authority for undergraduate and post-graduate student grants in Ireland.  
4. The core Junior Certificate subjects Irish, English and Maths can be studied at higher, ordinary or foundation level. All other subjects can be studied at higher or ordinary level, with the exception of Civic, Social and Political Education which is set at a common level. If a student studies a subject at ordinary or foundation level for the Junior Certificate it generally means they cannot study this subject at higher level for the Leaving Certificate.  
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Appendix 1: Interview Guide Wave One 

Migration 
1. Which country are you from? 
2. Who did you live with before you moved to Ireland? 
3. Did you know where you were moving to? 
4. What did you know about Ireland before you came here? 
5. Did you know any English before coming to Ireland? 
6. Did you like going to school? 
7. What did you like about it? 
8. Were you happy with your grades before you moved? 
9. Did you get involved in clubs or after school activities before you moved to Ireland? 
10. How did settle into school in Ireland? 
11. How long did it take for you to feel settled? 
12. How do you feel about going back for visits and holidays? 
13. How would you describe your migration experience? 
14. Compared to your home country, what opportunities do you think Ireland offers to you? 

Family 
15. Did everybody in your family move to Ireland together? 
16. Who do you live with in Ireland? 
17. What did your parents do before you moved? 
18. How quickly did they start work after they arrived? 
19. Did they speak English before they came to Ireland? 
20. How would you compare their English language skills to your own? For example, would you ever have to translate a letter/sign/document/conversation for them? 
21. What language do you speak at home? 
22. In what language do you watch tv/listen to radio/surf internet? 
23. Has your family settled in to life in Ireland? 
24. Does your family plan to stay in Ireland? 

School and post-school pathways 
25. Do you like the school you attend in Ireland? 
26. What subjects are your favourite? 
27. What subjects do you not like? 
28. What kind of Leaving Certificate exam are you doing? (LCA/LCVP) 
29. Did you and your family discuss which type of Leaving Cert you would do? 
30. How many subjects are you taking at honours/pass/foundation level? 
31. Do you feel prepared for your exams? 
32. Do you attend a weekend language class for Russian? 
33. Do you think being able to speak Russian is an advantage for the Leaving Cert? College applications? Job applications? 
34. Does speaking Russian have any disadvantages for you? 
35. How important is education to you? 
36. How important is education to your parents? 
37. What would you like to do after school? 
38. Are your parents supportive of your choices? 
39. Do you have a part-time job at the moment? 
40. Did you ever have a part time job in Ireland? 
41. Which is more important to you…homework, socialising or other activities? 
42. Do your parents have much contact with your school? 
43. In what way do you think moving to Ireland has impacted your progress at school? 
44. Has moving to Ireland made education seem more or less important to you? 
45. How have you gathered information about your options for after school? 
46. In what ways could your parents help you make your choices for after school? 
47. Is there a guidance counsellor at your school? 
48. Is there anything else you would like to mention? 

Appendix 2: Interview Guide Wave Two 

College and course 
1. What course in what college are you studying? 
2. What were the points required for this course? 
3. How many years is this course? 
4. What subjects/modules are you currently taking as part of first year? 
5. Is this course your first choice? 
[bookmark: _GoBack]6. What were your exam results? (if you don’t mind me asking!) 
7. Were there any grades that were higher than you’d expected? 
8. Any grades you were disappointed with? 
9. Are you happy with the course and college that you got offered? 
10. Do you feel having Russian was an advantage when you were reviewing your points? 
11. Is the course what you expected? Did you study any similar subjects in school that might have prepared you for the course? Do you feel comfortable with the standard expected of you? 
12. How do you find the course requirements? (Is there a big workload or do you find it manageable?) 
13. How are you meeting the financial costs of the course? Do you get a SUSI grant? Did you apply through the HEAR scheme? 
14. Did your schoolwork (essays/exams/assignments) prepare you for the type of assessments you have at college? 
15. Do you see yourself working in this area when you graduate? 
16. Is there an option as part of your course to study abroad in for a year during your course? 
17. Is this something you think you would do? 

Settling In 
18. How have you found settling into a new college? 
19. Do you spend a long time commuting? How much do you spend on bus fares every week? Do you find it expensive to go to college every week with bus fares/lunches etc? 
20. Have you found your way around the campus and do you feel confident getting to your classes in different buildings? (is it a big college, is there a large student population) 
21. How have you found your timetable? 
22. Do you feel that there is support from your lecturers? Do you have a dedicated tutor if you have any queries/problems? Is there medical/counselling support in your college? 

Independent learning 
23. How have you dealt with taking responsibility for your own learning? (if you don’t complete assignments/homework/essays what happens?) 
24. Do you use the library to study? 
25. Is there group work activities on your course? If yes how have you found the experience of working in a group? 
26. How have you dealt with deadlines? (having several assignments due on the same day or same week?) 
27. What is your college’s attendance policy? Does this suit you? 
28. How have you found doing your first set of assignments/exams? (if you got your results are you happy with them?) 
29. How have you found the move from learning for the leaving cert to self-directed learning and critical thinking a challenge? 
30. Do you feel that there is encouragement and support from lecturers/tutors? 
31. Are you having any academic difficulties? 

Social 
32. How have you found balancing friendships with making time for study? 
33. Are you involved in any clubs/societies in college? 
34. Are your family supportive of the course you got offered? 
35. Are you able to find time for other interests? 
36. Do you work part time? 
37. How are you coping with long breaks between terms? (did you find it hard to settle back in after Christmas?) 
38. Are there other Russian-speakers in your college that you have met? 

Reflections 
39. How would you describe the transition from secondary school to third level? 
40. Is the experience what you expected it to be? 
41. Do you feel that you were prepared (by school, parents) for the transition? 
42. At this point, is there anything you would change about the experience? 
43. If you were starting in school again is there anything you would do differently? 
44. Do you have any regrets about the choices that you made? 
45. Is there anything about the experience of moving from secondary education to higher education that you would like to mention? 
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