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In Danish policy and public debates, the concept of
integration is often related to a problematization of
immigrants, which paradoxically makes their successful
integration into Danish society unobtainable. In recent
years, Denmark has become known for its increasingly
restrictive policies regarding immigration and integra-
tion, although an internal ‘exceptionalist’ understand-
ing of the country as a place without discrimination on
the basis of race and ethnicity still prevails. Drawing
on interviews with principals and teachers from 15 Dan-
ish schools, the paper analyses these professionals’
reflections on their work of educating immigrant chil-
dren in a societal context of restrictive immigration and
integration policies, focusing specifically on how they
construct, cross, and work at the boundaries between
school and society. The article contributes to our
understanding of professionals’ processes of navigating
and demarcating themselves from a highly politicized
context of immigration and integration policies, while
at the same time illuminating more general societal
processes regarding race, integration, and nationalism.
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INTRODUCTION

In Denmark, as in many other countries, education is seen as one of the main tools for promot-
ing the integration of immigrants. Elementary school (i.e. primary and lower secondary levels)
is a particularly important institution, because schools providing compulsory education are
meeting places for people from every background and should therefore be able to promote the
values of equality and democracy, as prescribed in law. However, conflicts arise because legisla-
tion and social discourse concerning school and education involve ongoing restrictions and a
tightening of immigration and integration policies, as well as an increasingly polarized debate
around immigrants. It is therefore clear that discrimination and racialization also occur in
school, and that the nationalist discourse does not exist only outside school but also impacts on
the educational ideals of democracy and equality (Kristj�ansd�ottir, 2018).

In this study, we examine how school professionals handle particular policies coming from
outside school. These policies are neither about education nor about children but originate from
other fields and ministries and are centred on issues such as the repatriation of refugees or the
desegregation of non-profit housing areas. Through interviews with schoolteachers and princi-
pals, we study the intricate and complex relations between integration and immigration policies
and the ways in which education professionals handle integration dilemmas in their everyday
work. Our study is guided by the following research question: How do school professionals
reflect on their everyday work of ‘integrating’ immigrant children in a context dominated by
nationalism in the form of restrictive immigration and integration policies?

We study this question of integration as ‘the process by which people who are relatively new
to a country (i.e. whose roots do not reach deeper than two or three generations) become part
of society’ (Rudiger & Spencer, 2003, 4) through the lens of boundary theory familiar from edu-
cation research (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011; Buxton et al., 2005; Dillon, 2008; Kerosuo, 2001).
Hence, we provide insights into the different strategies employed by school professionals to
offer immigrant and refugee children the best possible education opportunities in an environ-
ment of increasing discrimination and racialization, which has been studied in the Danish edu-
cation context by Jaffe-Walter (2019), Lagermann (2013), Tørslev et al. (2016), and Vertelyte
(2019), among others. The boundary concept helps to illuminate the work of learning at the
boundary (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011), which is where teaching professionals find themselves
when trying to fulfil the task of educating while encountering the challenges and barriers to
accomplishing this very task created by immigration and integration policies.

In this paper, we open the discussion by outlining the main trends in current integration and
immigration policy which characterize Denmark as an immigrant reception context. In particu-
lar, we explain why integration is a highly problematic concept in the Danish context, in which
‘integration talk is highly racialized’ (Rytter, 2019, 685), particularly in the case of the ‘Muslim
issue’, which means that: ‘the Danish emic concept of integration has a racial bias since it offers
a legitimate vocabulary to speak of “others” in ways in which reified notions of culture, ethnic-
ity, religion and race merge’ (ibid.). We then introduce the theoretical underpinnings of our sub-
sequent analysis, which utilizes boundary theory and critical approaches to integration. In the
analysis section, we present examples of professionals’ different meaning-making approaches
and actions when encountering the boundaries between school ideals and societal demands and
barriers. We conclude with reflections on possibilities for transformation in the education of ref-
ugee and immigrant children.

DENMARK AS A RECEPTION CONTEXT

Over the past few decades, Danish policies on immigration and integration have become
increasingly restrictive (Mouritsen & Olsen, 2013; Rytter, 2019). Following the refugee crisis of
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2015, education professionals have had to deal with an increased number of students with immi-
grant and refugee backgrounds. At the same time, their everyday work with immigrant children
has been affected by legislation stemming from policy fields other than education. Thus, they
face challenges arising not only from the difficulties of educating children who are newcomers
to Denmark and novices in the Danish language, but also from the insecure and precarious
position in which these children may find themselves due to increasing restrictions placed on
them by immigration and integration policies. For instance, in 2019, the Danish Union of
Teachers published in its professional periodical Folkeskolen an article entitled ‘Refugee Chil-
dren Unhappy in School after Legal Tightening’, which described the issue as follows:

New legislation means that refugees should no longer be integrated. They must be
sent back to their countries of origin when they are sufficiently peaceful. This
uncertainty about the future makes students with refugee backgrounds restless and
leads to absenteeism. It also affects the teachers and the other students.
(Ladegaard, 2019; authors’ translation)

In this section, we outline some trends of the current immigration and integration policies
which characterize the political environment concerning education, presenting two examples:
the so-called paradigm shift in integration politics and the so-called ghetto plan, which is central
to current integration policies in Denmark.

In 2018, the liberal-conservative government – supported by the right-wing nationalist Dan-
ish People’s Party (DPP) and the Social Democrats – introduced a ‘paradigm shift’ to Danish
immigration policy. This term was mainly promoted by the DPP, which provided parliamen-
tary support for the government and generally exercises a certain degree of influence on politics
and debate in Denmark (Careja et al., 2016). The following quote from DPP Member of Parlia-
ment Peter Skaarup illustrates the thinking behind the paradigm shift away from integrating
refugees into Danish society and towards repatriating them as soon as possible:

You have to get used to the fact that when you come to Denmark, you are here
temporarily, and when you have had temporary shelter, you must go back home
[…]. This means that we are shifting the whole policy in this area from being about
integration to being about repatriation. (Ingvorsen, 2019; authors’ translation)

In February 2019, this same government pushed through the ‘Law 140 Proposal for Amend-
ments to the Aliens Act, the Integration Act, the Repatriation Act, and Various Other Laws’.
The main points of the law included stipulations that residence permits would be temporary,
that the Minister of Immigration and Integration could limit the number of family
reunifications each month, and that the integration allowance (i.e. the public benefit provided
for newcomers to Denmark) would be considerably reduced and renamed ‘self-support allow-
ance’ or ‘return travel allowance’. Since 2019, the Minister for Immigration and Integration,
Social Democrat Matias Tesfaye, has continued this discourse and has on numerous occasions
declared that his aim is to repatriate asylum seekers and prevent new asylum seekers from com-
ing to Denmark (Davidsen-Nielsen, 2021).

Regarding the integration of individuals with immigrant backgrounds already residing in
Denmark, policies have also become increasingly restrictive. An important example is the offi-
cial ‘ghetto’ policy, which is also prevalent in the empirical material analysed in this study.
Since 2004, the Danish state has officially designated certain housing areas as ‘ghettos’
(Regeringen, 2004). The politically approved criteria for the ‘ghetto’ designation have changed
over the years but have continuously been related to socioeconomic factors such as unemploy-
ment, education, income, and crime rates, as well as to the ethnic backgrounds of the inhabi-
tants of these areas. With a series of initiatives launched in 2018 (known as the ‘ghetto plan’)
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and the subsequent ratification of new laws by the Danish parliament, ‘ghettoization’ became
central to the debate on immigration and integration.

In 2018, the right-wing liberal-conservative government published a proposal titled ‘One
Denmark without Parallel Societies: No Ghettos in 2030’ (Regeringen, 2018). This plan intro-
duced the category of ‘hard ghetto’ for areas in which the proportion of ‘non-Western immi-
grants and descendants’ – an official categorization used by Statistics Denmark (Danmarks
Statistik, 2020; Elmeskov, 2019) – was above 50 per cent. Accordingly, non-Western immi-
grants and their descendants now became the focus of attention, which was also reflected in the
use of the concept of ‘parallel societies’, referring to areas whose inhabitants had non-Western
backgrounds. This is illustrated in the following quote from the government’s ‘ghetto plan’:

There are holes in the map of Denmark. Many people live in more or less isolated
enclaves. There, too many citizens do not take sufficient responsibility. They do
not actively participate in Danish society or the labour market. We have a group of
citizens who do not adopt Danish norms and values and among whom women are
considered less worthy than men, and social control and lack of equality limit indi-
viduals’ freedom of expression. We see environments in which negative countercul-
tures spiral out of control. Parallel societies are a major threat to social cohesion
and a burden on the individual. (Regeringen, 2018, 5; authors’ translation).

In 2018, the plan led to comprehensive legislative changes, including mandatory day care,
teaching ‘Danish language and values’ to one-year-old children living in ‘hard ghettos’, limiting
economic benefits and potentially even demolishing newly renovated buildings in these areas.
These initiatives targeting citizens with non-Western (often Muslim) backgrounds have majority
support within the Danish parliament and have been endorsed by both the liberal-conservative
government which introduced them and by the subsequent Social Democratic government,
which took office in June 2019. However, the measures have also led to widespread debate in
both the national and international media and have raised questions regarding discrimination,
hardline rhetoric, and restrictions which target immigrants and citizens with immigrant
backgrounds.

In such an environment, integration becomes paradoxical both as a concept and as a pro-
cess. According to Danish anthropologist Mikkel Rytter (2019), integration into Danish society
is cast as both desirable and impossible. Drawing on ethnographic studies, he explains that the
dominant social imaginary in Denmark is characterized by three dimensions – ‘welfare reci-
procity’, ‘hosts and guests’, and ‘the Danes as an indigenous people’ – which collectively point
to an asymmetrical power relationship between majorities and minorities. This makes integra-
tion both required and unobtainable for newcomers, since they will always be seen as guests
who are not part of the ‘original’ ethnic Danish people and do not meet the demands of welfare
reciprocity. The official category of non-Westerns, which includes people born in Denmark to
foreign-born parents (many of whom are Muslims), combines together race, ethnicity, and reli-
gion, underlining the aforementioned understanding. Rytter puts it as follows:

Embedded in specific Danish social imaginaries about the nation and the welfare
state, selves and others, us and them, the concept of integration is not innocent, but
simultaneously reflects and promotes specific constructions of social problems and
solutions and an asymmetrical relationship between majorities and minorities.
(Rytter, 2019, 679)

The complexity of the integration concept was also evident in the interviews with school
staff used in this study, with several informants being reluctant or expressing discomfort about
answering questions on their understanding of integration. The challenges faced by schools in
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navigating a context characterized by exclusionary narratives become obvious when we con-
sider that a central aim of the Danish Folkeskole (the public elementary school that includes the
primary and lower secondary levels) is the following:

The Folkeskole is to prepare the students to be able to participate, demonstrate
mutual responsibility and understand their rights and duties in a free and demo-
cratic society. The daily activities of the school must, therefore, be conducted in a
spirit of intellectual freedom, equality and democracy. (Ministry of Children and
Education, 2021)

These aims apply to all students in Danish public schools, including immigrant students
without permanent residence permits or Danish citizenship. The ideals of equality and democ-
racy connotate a school’s self-understanding of being a place of colour blindness, where dis-
crimination and racism are not relevant (Jensen et al., 2012). Nevertheless, teachers and
principals find themselves in challenging situations where they need to balance the educational
ideals of democracy and equality – and thus inclusivity – with the current political discourse of
exclusion and asymmetry between groups.

BOUNDARIES AS A THEORETICAL CONCEPT

When analysing how professionals handle the challenges of educating immigrant children in a
context of restrictive immigration and integration policies, the concept of boundaries becomes
relevant, both in the literal sense of handling the boundaries between school and society – what
is inside the school’s jurisdiction, sphere of influence, and practice field and what belongs to
other fields – and in the sense described by boundary theory, as posited by Sanne Akkerman
and Arthur Bakker (2011). The categories used in our analysis are informed by both these
aspects. We use the concepts of boundary theory as analytical tools to illuminate the strategies
employed by professionals to ensure equality and fairness in their work, even as they encounter
the obstacles to achieving these ideals as posed by government policies and discourse.

Although neither the education of immigrant children nor restrictive integration and immi-
gration policies are new to Denmark, the school professionals interviewed in this study seem to
articulate new challenges in educating students with an immigrant background. They can there-
fore be regarded as undergoing a learning process, as revealed by their reflections on how to
handle the new dilemmas in their professional lives. According to Akkerman and Bakker
(2011), all learning involves boundaries. Learning by crossing boundaries can be understood in
a broad sense as leading to ‘new understandings, identity development, change of practices, and
institutional development’ (ibid., 142). Hence, an analysis of the reflections and strategies used
by school professionals may inform further research on how restrictive and racializing policies
influence the everyday lives and practices of a country’s citizens (or, in our case, school
professionals).

Using boundary theory as a way to understand and analyse the perspectives and practices
of school professionals, we can define boundaries as sociocultural differences that lead to dis-
continuity in educational practices and interactions (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011). Adopting cer-
tain aspects of boundary theory can thus help to explain the challenges faced by professionals
working with immigrant children. In Akkerman and Bakker’s definition, boundaries can be cre-
ated by differences in norms, knowledge or power, among other factors. Because the term indi-
cates a demarcation of areas, places, understandings, and practices, they propose that
‘boundaries simultaneously suggest a sameness and continuity in the sense that within disconti-
nuity two or more sites are relevant to one another in a particular way’ (Akkerman &
Bakker, 2011, 133).

136 JACOBSEN AND PIEKUT
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Central to the theory is the concept of ‘boundary crossing’, which refers to the ‘challenge of
negotiating and combining ingredients from different contexts to achieve hybrid situations’
(Engeström et al., 1995, 319), pointing to developing the ability to shift perspectives when enter-
ing new and unfamiliar territory (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011, referring to Suchman, 1994). In
our case, it appears that some school professionals experience the practice of educating refugee
children who are at risk of deportation, or immigrant children whose houses are at risk of being
demolished, as entering new territory for which they were not prepared during teacher training,
as one interviewee noted. For instance, a perspective shift may involve taking into account that
racialization processes can infiltrate a school’s practice and everyday life, challenging its self-
understanding as a colour-blind space.

The research context of boundaries

The nature of boundaries and boundary crossing in relation to learning potential in educational
settings has already been addressed by several notable scholars (see Chen, 2015; Dillon, 2008;
Kerosuo, 2001; O’Shea, 2019). According to Dillon (2008, 257), crossing boundaries is a means
of creating something new: a creative opportunity to relocate ideas using pedagogical tools
(e.g. comparison, association, and mapping). Hence, for Dillon, boundary crossing enables
knowledge to transition, thereby unlocking learning potential. Similarly, for Kerosuo (2001, 53)
boundaries designate a place for learning to transpire, as encounters with boundaries provide
opportunities to reconstruct them and gain new insights. Thus, boundaries are seen as perme-
able. Traditionally in organizations and institutions, boundaries are regarded as stable and
static (as one principal notes when referring to maintaining the school as a ‘bubble’, for
instance) and evolve over long periods.

Kerosuo also understands the term ‘boundary’ in a metaphorical way, which is an impor-
tant aspect of the everyday understanding of the concept. Referring to Fitzpatrick (2001),
Kerosuo explains boundaries as peripheries:

This depiction conceptualizes boundaries as ‘center and periphery relationships’,
where the boundary effects appear as ‘proximity relationships given by peripheries
to a center’. The notion of a center describes a shared object or purpose of the
social activity under study while a periphery refers to variations in commitment to
a shared object. (Kerosuo, 2001, 56)

Given that a metaphorical understanding of boundaries is prevalent in our study, the
notions of periphery and centre can shed light on how teachers and principals understand the
‘shared object’ (in this case, immigrant children’s well-being, learning, and integration) as being
either peripheral or central and how they then engage in relation to the shared object.

Another key notion in boundary theory – and one which is highly relevant to schools and
our interviews with teachers and principals – is the notion of ‘boundary spanners’
(Keszey, 2018; Wegemer & Renick, 2021). Buxton et al. (2005, 303–304f) define boundary
spanners as ‘individuals within the organization who frequently interact with the organization’s
environment and who gather, select, and relay information from the environment’. Seeing
teachers or principals as voluntary or involuntary boundary spanners can provide insights into
how they respond to, engage with, and communicate about ‘the external environment’ – and
immigration policies specifically – in relation to their work. Whether and how school profes-
sionals assume the role of boundary spanners can be crucial to their understanding of and
reflections on what is important in school. As our interviews reveal, not all teachers and princi-
pals take on this role; this could be because they see encounters with children based on
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restrictive policies and discourses as peripheral to their work, because they feel insecure about
engaging in controversial political discourses, or for some other reason.

Boundaries can be crossed by professionals, objects or interactions in educational practices
and are linked to learning in a broad sense (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011). Boundary crossing
can therefore be understood as an intersectional practice in an ongoing interaction. There are
four types of potential learning related to boundary crossing: identification, coordination, reflec-
tion, and transformation.

Boundary crossing as identification can lead to intersecting practices, as the existing lines of
demarcation between practices in a broad sense (in our case, between education practices and
immigration and integration policies) become destabilized by new threats, for instance. Bound-
ary crossing as identification typically involves encountering boundaries, questioning the iden-
tity of the intersecting sites, and then reconstructing the boundaries (Akkerman &
Bakker, 2011, 143). Boundary crossing as coordination is a form of action that involves efficient
cooperation to sustain the work to be done, thus overcoming the boundary and not just
reconstructing it. The coordination of these two practices causes ‘minimal routinized
exchanges’ to make the transition or work smoother (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011, 143). Bound-
ary crossing as reflection understands and explicates the differences between practices, resulting
in an expanded set of perspectives. Reflecting as part of boundary crossing is a more profound
process than the previously mentioned types of crossing, as it can be a means of both perspec-
tive making (explicating one’s perspective and understanding of an issue) and perspective taking
(taking others’ perspectives into account) (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011, 144). Transformation is
the last type of boundary crossing. It is a form of action often initiated by a confrontation
between intersecting issues or practices that necessitates a fundamental reconsideration of cur-
rent practices. Transformation can lead to deep changes in practice and to the emergence of
new ‘boundary practices’ (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011, 149).

It is important to note that the concept of boundary crossing implies neither a fusion of
intersecting practices and understandings nor a dissolution of boundaries. Theoretically, it does
not refer to providing homogeneity and unity, but rather, to ‘establishing continuity in a situa-
tion of sociocultural difference’ (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011, 152).

Symbolic and social boundaries

An important theoretical approach to boundaries is provided by Michèle Lamont and Vir�ag
Moln�ar’s (2002) distinction between symbolic and social boundaries. Symbolic boundaries are
used to categorize people and practices conceptually. Through symbolic boundaries, ‘reality’ is
defined and classified, and people are separated into groups through interpretations of their
similarity and group membership. Individuals, institutions, and groups can use symbolic bound-
aries to acquire status and monopolize resources (ibid., 168). Social boundaries, on the other
hand, are realized and manifested in terms of unequal access to social opportunities and
resources, in both a material and an immaterial sense. When symbolic boundaries are accepted
as valid, they can function as social boundaries and translate into social exclusion or class-based
and racialized forms of segregation (ibid., 169).

Lamont and Moln�ar (2002, 169) also emphasize that the two types of boundary should
be viewed as equally real; symbolic boundaries exist at the intersubjective level, whereas
social boundaries are expressed as the grouping of individuals. Our analytical focus is on
the relationship between these two types of boundary. The interplay between symbolic and
social boundaries in interviews can provide crucial insights into the interplay between demo-
cratic ideals, children’s psychological well-being in school, and the disruption of govern-
ment policies.
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METHODOLOGY

The interviews that provided the empirical material for this research were conducted in 2019 in
various regions and communities in Denmark as part of a study on educational community
members’ and schools’ approaches to immigrant children. Initially, interviews were conducted
with the principals or deputy principals of 15 schools characterized by their wide cultural, reli-
gious, and linguistic diversity. Six of these schools were then selected for in-depth fieldwork.
Interviews with 18 teachers from these schools were added, bringing the total sample to
33 interviews.

The aim of the interviews with both the principals and teachers was to investigate their
knowledge, perceptions, attitudes, and opinions regarding the education of immigrant children
and to identify the practices used in their schools to support the integration of these children
and to uphold their cultural, religious, and linguistic diversity. A special focus of the interviews
was on how immigration and integration policies affect schools’ practices. The interview guides
were highly structured and organized around topics related to the education of immigrant chil-
dren. The interviews were arranged by email or phone or by gatekeepers (informants at the
schools) and were conducted by the researchers. All the interviewees signed informed consent
statements. All the interviews were transcribed, pseudonymized, and coded using NVivo soft-
ware version 12. Selected quotes were then translated into English.

For the purposes of this article, the quotes were edited for concision and readability. Almost
all the quotations are from answers to the question: ‘In your experience, have the current poli-
cies and debates on immigration had an impact on the school’s work with immigrant children?’
The analysis of the interview material aimed to identify the various boundary-crossing strategies
employed by teachers and principals whenever external policies interrupted or disturbed peda-
gogical routines and school practices.

Boundary crossing as an analytical tool

To explore how school professionals handle the integration of children in an atmosphere of
restrictive immigration and integration policies, we focused on identifying the boundary cross-
ings prevalent in the interview material. The analysis aimed to illustrate how metalevel deci-
sions, such as restrictions on immigration and integration, implicitly and explicitly influence
microlevel practices among school staff. We used the four types of boundary crossing identified
by Akkerman and Bakker (2011) and the distinction between symbolic and social boundaries
identified by Lamont and Moln�ar (2002) as analytical tools. In particular, we used the four
boundary concepts to illustrate differences between the approaches which we identified in our
analysis of the interviewees’ descriptions and perceptions. Hence, we focused on the conse-
quences of immigration and integration policies for everyday school practices and the reserva-
tions and difficulties that school staff may experience when implementing them.

IDENTIFICATION: (RE-)CONSTRUCTING BOUNDARIES

Boundary crossing as identification is evident in our interviewees’ answers regarding the impact
of immigration and integration policies and the related public discourse around their practice.
Identification is seen as a meaning-making process initiated by experiencing a boundary
between the school and external factors. This process entails constructing and reconstructing
boundaries and determining how school and the exterior should interact with one another
(Akkerman & Bakker, 2011). Acknowledging the challenges arising from integration and immi-
gration policies, the strategy employed in this case aims to maintain the boundary between the
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schools’ own practices and these external challenges. One principal refers to the impacts of
restrictive immigration and integration policies as follows:

I have seen a bit, but I don’t think that it is something we experience here in our
school because we are in our own little bubble. I have seen some frustration among
parents, but it’s not that they actually say, ‘It’s because of this and that policy’, but
rather discouragement really, which I somehow relate to ‘we see tightening, and I
feel that the system is chasing me […]’. But it’s such a small thing that I don’t expe-
rience it in my daily life or anything. (Astrid, principal, Pinewood School)

Astrid draws a firm and unproblematic boundary between what is relevant to school and
what is not, explicitly illustrating it by using the metaphor of school life in a bubble that pro-
tects it from the outside world. She acknowledges that some parents may experience frustration,
but underlines that this does not influence her practice as a school principal. The staff are not
seen as potential boundary spanners, and the school’s mission is not to reflect on or engage in
policies and activities outside the school boundary (Buxton et al., 2005).

Several interviewees react by underlining that the school is a politically controlled institu-
tion. Another principal reflects on the experience of educating refugee students facing deporta-
tion as follows:

It’s a bit out of our hands in terms of deciding some of these things. Clearly, we are
a politically controlled entity, and we must act within the framework that is
imposed on us. And when someone from outside says that someone is to be sent
away, we have to deal with that […]. Of course, we may think that it’s a bad idea –

on many levels. And of course, we can express this if we are asked […] but we can-
not go out proactively and organize some kind of happening. (Sune, principal,
Beechwood School)

This perception of being part of a politically controlled institution appears as a meaning-
making process of reconstructing boundaries. Sune is aware of the frames encircling the school
and reflects on what is inside his scope of action and what is not. By coming to terms with this
framework, he can ‘deal with’ the risk of students being ‘sent away’ and accepts that a proac-
tive stance challenging the framework is not part of his professional role. He admits that macro-
political decisions have an impact on students in his school, thereby implicitly questioning his
practice.

In both excerpts, we see social boundaries as manifestations of social difference and resource
distribution, as the boundaries between the resources which belong either inside or outside the
school (i.e. policies, fears, and insecurity) are marked out. Social boundaries define and institu-
tionalize what ‘the profession’ is about and how different realities belong to different areas.
Hence, although the fear of deportation, for example, belongs ‘outside’, it interferes with prac-
tices and pedagogies ‘inside’ (Lamont & Moln�ar, 2002).

Another example of demarcation between practices in school and the political context con-
cerns the meaning-making process regarding the well-being of immigrant and refugee students.
Asked about good school and teaching practices in reception classes for newly arrived children
in their first two years of schooling in Denmark, Majbritt, a reception class teacher, responds as
follows:

This is why it is so hard to be specific – because I think we perform by making them
[the students] more robust […] to get out [of school], but not to get closer to passing
the final examination in the ninth grade […]. They wonder, ‘Why am I here
[at school] […] who is with the family […] who is where?’ When we ask for
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dispensation [to let them stay in reception classes longer], we do it because society
is not geared to accepting them anywhere at all. We don’t have a good place [for
them]. (Majbritt, teacher, Oak School)

Majbritt defines her practices as making the children more ‘robust’ in light of what is ‘out-
side’ school in a context of harsh immigration and integration policies. Her main concern is the
students’ well-being, knowing that politics, policies, and the insecure status of the children’s
families all interfere with school practices. As a teacher, she questions the core identity and pur-
pose of academic practices and concludes that personal and social aspects are at least as impor-
tant. She accepts that she cannot provide them with equal academic opportunities, so she deems
it vital to work on reinforcing the children’s resilience. Although she questions the boundaries
by engaging in boundary spanning (Buxton et al., 2005), she accepts them as a structural reality
and reconstructs them.

When it comes to including children’s traumatic experiences in the realities and practices of
school, boundary crossing as a process involves students without any experiences of migration
getting to know a newly arriving refugee student as a schoolmate and a human being. This
became central to Cecilie’s reflections on her professional practice when one of her refugee stu-
dents faced deportation:

We have to take care of each other, and I think the children have a hard time
understanding that our refugee kids have actually experienced some crazy things
because we do not talk about it in this way with the class. So, I think that with this
fact [the student’s deportation] it suddenly became real […] so it actually happens
to us too, not only to the person next door. (Cecilie, teacher, Beechwood School)

Like Cecilie, some teachers seldom talk about refugee students’ residence status in class,
which is related to ideals of equality, sameness, and participation. The ideal is that refugee stu-
dents should feel included in the class community on equal terms with the other students. In this
way, the boundary between school practices and out-of-school experiences is maintained. How-
ever, in this case, the deportation of an appreciated classmate suddenly made their refugee sta-
tus obvious to all students. As Cecilie notes, it was a shocking experience of crossing the
boundary between school as a place where all children are safe and equal and the outside world
of harsh political decisions.

COORDINATION: ROUTINIZED COMMUNICATION

Several incidents of coordination as boundary crossing emerge from the interview material.
Coordination is an activity aimed at allowing different practices to work together in a routin-
ized and effortless way, even if there is no consensus between them. The following quotes illus-
trate how coordination functions as a communicative connection between practices (Akkerman
& Bakker, 2011, 143), as information on diverse practices (imagined or real) is communicated.
When talking about a student facing deportation, Cecilie expresses this in the following way:

I think that the bilingual children do not give much expression to their fears and to
what they feel […]. And I can clearly remember Bilal. We had a class well-being
survey where you had to state who you talked to in class, if you were sad, and so
on, and he was like, ‘I’m not sad’. So, he did not want to talk to me about it,
although I feel really close to him. But it seems that he thinks it [emotion] does not
fit here – that there is another place for it. (Cecilie, teacher, Beechwood School)
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When discussing the emotions and well-being of ‘bilingual’ (a widespread emic term
among teachers connotating an immigrant background) students in class, Cecilie experiences
resistance from Bilal, who is reluctant to express his emotions about the risk of being
deported. Coordination occurs in relation to different domains: the class, where the student
seemingly does not want to talk about his asylum anxieties, and her knowledge of his life
situation outside school. Cecilie initiates a dialogue (which proves unsuccessful) between
diverse ‘realities’ – i.e. Bilal’s reality outside school and the pedagogical context in school –
as a necessity to keep the work of the school going. Trying to coordinate requires a com-
municative connection between herself and the student to translate Bilal’s emotions into the
school context and to make the boundaries between the children’s lives inside and outside
school more permeable.

Another way of attempting boundary crossing as coordination is expressed by Agnete, a
reception class teacher. Her discussion of immigrant or refugee children’s well-being and
worries reveals a generalized view of ‘Arab children’ and an alternative perspective on the
exchange of practices:

We have to bear in mind – I mean, I often experience this with the Arab children –

that they don’t have a culture of talking about things […]. I spoke with him [a boy
in class] many times, but it’s strange. In Denmark – I think specifically Danish peo-
ple […] we talk a lot, and we listen to children a lot. We listen and ask, ‘What do
you want?’ But sometimes they [Arab children] just sit there and [say], ‘I don’t
know. Just tell me what I have to do’. (Agnete, teacher, Oak School)

Agnete talks about different practices – and the boundaries between these practices –

for the sake of smooth cooperation. She adopts a different perspective on the ‘Danish
talking culture’, with a focus on the child’s needs, implicitly questioning the practice in light
of the reactions of the ‘Arab children’. At the same time, she maintains symbolic bound-
aries by categorizing the Arab children as different – even deviant – from the other immi-
grant children in her class. This illustrates the complexities of micro and macro relations.
On the one hand, the familiar practices (listening to the children’s needs) can be questioned
as part of boundary crossing; on the other hand, the same practices that cause this
questioning can be part of a stigmatizing, racializing perspective. The harsh rhetoric and
policies surrounding minorities, especially Arabic-speaking minorities, seem to feed into
these attempts at boundary crossing.

Another coordination strategy is exemplified by the evaluation of students’ well-being as a
tool for handling knowledge about difficult life situations that are outside the professionals’
scope of action. Principal Sune employs this strategy when working with asylum-seeking
children:

Fortunately, I don’t think that we see it in our kids. It would be strange if they
didn’t worry about whether they could stay here or not. But I see happy children. I
see […] some of the [refugee] families we have are big […]. They haven’t been men-
tioned in special meetings [at school] and we did not sense it in regard to their well-
being or […]. (Sune, principal, Beechwood School)

Sune uses network and concern meetings as a touchstone for whether refugee children’s
well-being is under threat. Since none of the students faced with deportation have been men-
tioned in meetings about children of concern, he can continue this practice. The institutional-
ized meetings about children of concern thus become a helpful tool for coordination between
the school’s educational mission and refugee students’ precarious life situation.
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REFLECTION: REALIZING DIFFERENCES

The reflection strategy resembles the identification strategy in the sense of becoming aware of
differences between practices and hence the boundaries between them. However, unlike identifi-
cation, which is a process of meaning making leading to the (re)construction of boundaries to
preserve the established school practice, ‘reflection results in an expanded set of perspectives
and thus a new construction of identity that informs future practice’ (Akkerman &
Bakker, 2011, 146). Reflection is also a meaning-making process, but it is directed at new per-
spectives in the form of either perspective making or perspective taking, and thus potentially
transcends boundaries.

Reflection as a strategy involves taking different perspectives and critically reflecting on
one’s own assumptions and knowledge. This process is illustrated by teachers dithering about
the implications of sharing their opinions on immigration and integration policies. While
(as previously mentioned) Sune, the school principal, quickly ends the discussion of this matter
by stating that he will only express his opinions if asked and will take no action, other profes-
sionals are more doubtful about what to say or do. Cecilie refers to ongoing discussions among
colleagues about students’ asylum cases and public protests over the immigration law:

Also, there were a lot of discussions among the adults – can you [make a state-
ment], […] take a political stance? Can you speak to the newspapers and say that
it’s unreasonable, and such things? But we – many of us adults – did [participate in
protests]. (Cecilie, teacher, Beechwood School)

In this case, Cecilie makes her own understanding of political issues explicit by crossing
boundaries. Her perspective taking and perspective making (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011, 145)
enrich and expand the identities of boundaries – and potentially the practices around them.
Another teacher, Henrik, reflects on his position as a professional working in a school in a
‘ghetto’ area. He has many thoughts and doubts about how to make sense of the demolition of
students’ homes and whether he can make a public statement about it:

I talked to some of my colleagues yesterday about all kinds of justice and injustice.
We work in the ghetto here, and a plan has been made to demolish some buildings.
I was walking past a recently designated ghetto [somewhere else in town], and [local
TV] asked me what I thought about it. And I refused to participate because I work
here. But they asked me what I thought about it being given the ‘ghetto stamp’
because there was a group – obviously a large group – of people who had been con-
victed, who were without work or education, so now some of those newly reno-
vated public housing buildings had to be torn down. They had just got new roofs
and all, and they had to be torn down. What did I think of it? I have an opinion,
but I would not go on television and comment on anything over there since I work
here. Because I may have an opinion, but I also don’t want to be misunderstood.
But my opinion is that […] yes, it goes both ways, right? Because it doesn’t make
sense to tear down non-profit housing – not at all when they’ve just renovated
it. But it also does not make sense that this group […] who have been in prison or
without education or work […] must take up so much space. It does not make any
sense either. So, I don’t know […] I have an opinion about both, but I don’t know
what I would want. I don’t know what is best. (Henrik, teacher, Belltown School)

Henrik does not arrive at a conclusion but is aware of the difference between his role as a
professional teacher and his personal opinions, which might jeopardize his role if he expresses
them publicly. Moreover, he reflects on the difference between the rationale behind the ‘ghetto
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plan’ (making criminals ‘take up less space’) and its consequences for the inhabitants, who may
be expropriated of their homes – a risk that several of his own students face. By pointing to
social boundaries, manifested as unequal access to resources and rights (Lamont &
Moln�ar, 2002), Henrik both takes and makes perspectives on crossing boundaries, illustrating
that social boundaries shape exclusions and constraining practices in a way that needs to be
addressed beyond professional self-understanding.

While Henrik chooses not to appear on TV and seems doubtful about what to think,
another interviewee takes a more explicit stance. When asked about immigration and integra-
tion policies, he says:

I am clearly opposed to the policy that has been presented so far in the field of inte-
gration, and I think it is shameful that we try to teach all our students to be decent
human beings in all respects and that you have to treat everyone equally […] and
respect people. And the way that the integration policy is implemented in terms of
ways of living and the way you should treat them [newcomers] and the way you
talk about them are so far from the way that we would like to work with young
people. (Niels, principal, Meadow School)

Niels candidly states that the integration policy conflicts with the aims and ideals of his
school practice. It seems that he does not just ponder how to continue performing his everyday
tasks in the political context, but has expanded his perspective and formed a new construction
of identity that is clearly in opposition to the prevalent immigration policies and discourses. As
Niels describes the conflict between these intersecting worlds, he does not (yet) interfere with
practices but points to future changes in practices.

TRANSFORMATION: DEVELOPING NEW BOUNDARY PRACTICES

Transformation as a form of action involves confrontation and continuous work on trans-
cending boundaries, with the possibility of developing new practices. There are few instances of
this strategy in the interview material. As we have seen, acknowledging and handling ‘external’
exclusionary policies can be difficult and frustrating. It is thus not surprising that we find few
signs of transformation strategies for working at the intersection between school practices and
ideals and restrictive immigration and integration policies.

In the interview material, racialization and discrimination related to current policies and
debates on immigration are mostly understood as stemming from outside the school, which also
fits with the main interview question. However, one interviewee sees exclusionary tendencies
inside the school’s space:

But then there are both. We have those who talk negatively about these students,
so it is embedded in this explanation pattern: ‘They come from there, they have
problems, or they have […].’ And there is someone who tries to do something
about it, to change this reality, and says, ‘I cannot change the parents, I cannot
change […] what she’s eating for dinner or what she’s thinking and all these things.
But I have the child here, and she should be allowed to develop in a positive direc-
tion’. Instead of constantly putting the blame on this family pattern, […] the focus
should be on the child, as long as she is in school. So she must thrive in it. That’s
what I think. (Hakim, teacher, Belltown School)

Hakim, one of the few teachers with an immigrant experience, sees exclusionary tendencies
among his colleagues and not as coming primarily from outside. Thus, he contrasts his
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colleagues’ problematizing and possibly racializing explanatory models with his own approach,
which focuses on how to help the child thrive. Hakim explains that his colleagues ‘overreact’
when they see something about immigrants on television. Asked whether he ever does anything
to oppose this, he replies as follows:

I can give you a very concrete example. We can walk past the staff room. I have
some colleagues who speak French. If I speak with them in French, other col-
leagues look at me and say, ‘Wow, French, oh monsieur’, and then they start too. I
also have some Arab colleagues, and when I talk to them in Arabic, you can feel
that people are extremely irritated. But sometimes I do it just to provoke a little.

We can see this action in the staff room as a transformation activity pointing to the develop-
ment of new boundary practices. Hakim’s resistance to his colleagues’ deficient understanding
of children and his discreet activism of speaking Arabic in the staff room can be seen as contin-
uous transformation work at the boundary between educational ideals and the contextual exclu-
sionary discourse which he experiences as part of his everyday professional life and not as
something that can be kept out.

This kind of boundary work is ongoing and can be done little by little when the conditions
are right. Realizing that racism and racialization are found even inside the school’s walls may
evoke feelings of unease and discomfort, but Hakim seems to accept this and does not indulge
in a ‘happy story of diversity’ about overcoming racism (Ahmed, 2007). Hakim illustrates how
the symbolic boundaries of what is classified as creditable (French, for instance) and what is
not (Arabic, for instance) appear as stable patterns of group identity and membership. The sym-
bolic boundaries seem to be uncontested, patterning social interactions and becoming social
boundaries, excluding and segregating people on the basis of language (Lamont &
Moln�ar, 2002).

CONCLUDING REMARKS

In this study, we explored how racialized policies from other fields and ministries and related
debates infiltrate the field of education, posing a concrete challenge for school professionals.
Distinctions between what is ‘outside’ and ‘inside’ school and the profession become blurred as
professionals explain their practices regarding the insecure and precarious life situations of refu-
gee and immigrant children.

Analysing these complex interactions using concepts from boundary theory, we identified
the four strategies of identification, coordination, reflection, and transformation in action.
These strategies illustrate different approaches to boundary work and ways of crossing the
boundary between practising the educational ideals of equality and democracy on the one hand,
and restrictive immigration and integration policies that exclude immigrant children from par-
ticipating equally in education on the other. While the four boundary crossing strategies seem
to have clear analytical characteristics, the views of school teachers and principals are not
always expressed so neatly and concisely when it comes to handling issues of racialization and
integration. The dilemmas are complex, triggering identification more than transformation, as
boundary crossing in this field is politicized and collides with the illusion of colour blindness
and an egalitarian and comforting school system (Lagermann, 2013).

The notion of integration as being imperative yet unobtainable in the Danish context of
nationalism and racialization (Rytter, 2019) illustrates that ‘integrating’ immigrant children
(either first-, second- or third-generation) is not a straightforward task even if school profes-
sionals have the best intentions. This task is becoming more complicated as restrictive integra-
tion and immigration policies are increasingly affecting school practices. If the aim is to
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promote equal access to education and democracy for all children, transformation is necessary.
Boundary crossing strategies of meaning making and action illustrate why ‘encounters of
boundaries are often described not only as challenging but also as worthwhile to investigate in
relation to learning’ (Akkerman & Bakker, 2011, 150). However, to ensure that change ensues
as the product of boundary crossing, ‘continuous joint work at the boundary is required’ (ibid.,
149). The transformative work at the boundary must be continuous and needs to endure the dis-
comfort and unease caused by racialization and its consequences.
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