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- ( i v )  - 

ABSTRACT 

Upon graduat ion from u n i v e r s i t y  I found employment wi th  

t h e  York Catho l ic  D i s t r i c t  School Board (YCDSB), p rev ious ly  

known as t h e  York Region Roman Ca tho l i c  Separa te  School 

Board. Uhen informed t h a t  1 had some choice i n  t h e  l o c a t i o n  

of my teaching p o s t  I opted f o r  one of  a  numher of 

elementary schools  i n  Woodbridge. Woodbridge is a 

predominantly I t a l i a n  Canadian community i n  t h e  c i t y  of 

Vaughan, i n  York Region, Ontar io .  A s a l i e n t  reason f o r  my 

dec i s ion  was m y  renewed i n t e r e s t  i n  my own e t h n i c  c u l t u r e .  

During my t e n  year  t each ing  c a r e e r ,  1 have t augh t  i n  

t h r e e  d i f f e r e n t  schools ,  a l 1  l o c a t e d  i n  Woodbridge. As an 

educator ,  1 o f t e n  wonder how m y  whi te ,  I t a l i a n ,  feaiale, 

i d e n t i t y  determines my r e l a t i o n s h i p s  with s t u d e n t s  i n  

genera l ,  and those  of I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  h e r i t a g e  i n  p a r t i c u l a r  

(Norquay,l993). I ques t ion  whether 1, as t h e i r  t e ache r ,  make 

any necessary d i f f e r e n c e  i n  t h e i r  cons t ruc t ion  and 

p o s i t i o n i n g  of ' s e l f '  and ' o t h e r ; '  i n  t h e i r  pe rcep t ions  of 

i d e n t i t i e s ;  and i n  t h e i r  educa t iona l  exper iences ,  

achievements and a s p i r a t i o n s .  

This  s tudy exp lo re s  t h e  phenomena of e t h n i c  i d e n t i t i e s  

and e t h n i c  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  among i nd iv idua l s  [ t e a c h e r s  and 

students i n  c o n t r o l l e d  environments, elementary and 



secondary schools], who perceive themselves to be the 

'same' or 'different' because of their ethnic roots; and 

how such perceptions of 'sameness' or 'difference' shape 

ethnic self-identities and perceptions of others. 

The research material in this séudy is limited to 

qualitative data. Four male candidates were initially 

selected. Three participated in the study. E a c n  participant 

completed a one-to-one interview session using a 

standardized, open-ended questionnaire. The data is a 

current day retrospective based on each participant's 

mernories and storles of their elmentary and secondary 

school experiences. 

The findings clearly indicate that the participantsr 

school environments and experiences shaped and influenced 

their construction of identities and determined their 

perceptions of 'self' and 'others.' 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Upon graduat ion from u n i v e r s i t y  I found employment with 

t h e  York Catho l ic  D i s t r i c t  School Board (YCDSB), p rev ious ly  

known a s  t h e  York Region Roman Catho l ic  Sepa ra t e  School 

Board (YRRCSSB). When i n f o m e d  t h a t  1 had some cho ice  i n  t h e  

l o c a t i o n  of my t e ach ing  p o s t  1 opted f o r  one of a number of 

elementary schools  i n  Woodbridge. Woodbridge is a 

predominantly I t a l i a n  Canadian community i n  t h e  c i t y  of 

Vaughan, in York Region, Ontar io .  A s a l i e n t  reason f o r  my 

d e c i s i o n  was my renewed i n t e r e s t  i n  m y  own e t h n i c  c u l t u r e .  

Indeed, my r a t h e r  i d e a l i s t i c  i n t e n t i o n  was t o  "make a 

d i f f e r e n c e  wi th in  my e t h n i c  community." I n  r e t r o s p e c t ,  1 

realize t h a t  my dec i s ion  w a s  i n  response t o  my own 

educa t iona l  exper iences  a t  both t h e  elementary and secondary 

school  levels. 

M y  f a t h e r  emigrated to Canada i n  1950 and rny mother 

followed i n  1954. They w e r e  married by proxy i n  I t a l y  and 

upsn rny rnother's a r r i v a 1  renewed t h e i r  wedding vous i n  a 

Roman Cathol ic  Church, My p a r e n t s  knew each o t h e r  as 

c h i l d r e n .  They w e r e  from t h e  same hometown, l o c a t e d  i n  t h e  

c e n t r a l  region of I t a l y ,  Abruzzi. 1 am t h e  youngest  c h i l d  

and only  daughter ,  born on October 22,  1963. M y  b r o t h e r ,  

four y e a r s  o l d e r  was born on February 13 ,  1959. A s  1 w a s  



growing up, my p a r e n t s  purchased homes i n  v a r i o u s  p a r t s  o f  

t h e  greater Toronto a r e a  (e.g., Toronto,  Downsview, 

Woodbridge), a l 1  o f  which w e r e  i n  communities predominant ly  

popu l a t ed  by peop le  of I t a l i a n  o r i g i n .  By t h e  t i m e  1 w a s  o f  

s c h o o l  age,  t h a t  is, abou t  f o u r ,  w e  were a l r e a d y  i n  Our 

second home, on Hullmar Drive, i n  Downsview, o f f  J ane  Street 

between Finch and S t e e l e s  Avenues. 

Unl ike  my bxo the r ,  who a t t e n d e d  t h e  p u b l i c  s choo l  

sys tem th roughout  h i s  e l ementa ry  and h igh  schoo l  y e a r s ,  1 

s t a r t e d  wi th  t h e  p u b l i c  board  bu t  changed t o  t h e  C a t h o l i c  

sys tem i n  g rade  s i x .  There  was no p a r t i c u l a r  r e a son  why I 

changed s choo l s ,  1 j u s t  wanted a  change. Years l a te r ,  i n  

h i g h  schoo l ,  1 asked  my mother  w h y  she al lowed my b r o t h e r  

and m e  t o  make o u r  own d e c i s i o n s ,  d i f f e r e n t  a s  t h e y  w e r e .  

T h i s  w a s  h e r  r e sponse .  When m y  o l d e r  b r o t h e r  w a s  beg inn ing  

s choo l ,  a t  t h e  age  o f  f o u r ,  m y  p a r e n t s  d i d  n o t  t h i n k  t o  ask 

abou t  t h e  r e p u t a t i o n  of t h e  neighbourhood schoo l ,  n o r  d i d  

t h e y  t h i n k  t o  compare one schoo l  t o  t h e  n e x t .  They w e r e  

s imply  g r a t e f u l  t h a t  t h e r e  w a s  a  schoo l  w i t h i n  walking 

distance from Our home and t h a t  my b r o t h e r  would have a n  

o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  l e a r n ,  t o  be educated .  An o p p o r t u n i t y  t h a t  

w a s  n o t  p o s s i b l e  f o r  them. My p a r e n t s  valued educa t i on  

because  t h e y  unders tood  t h a t  it was nece s sa ry  i n  o r d e r  t o  



compete i n  a c a p i t a l i s t  s o c i e t y .  To m y  p a r e n t s ,  educat ion 

meant persona1 d i g n i t y ,  economic oppor tun i ty  and s o c i a l  

r ecogn i t i on .  And y e t ,  they  were n o t  a c t i v e l y  involved o r  

v i s i b l e  i n  Our elementary and secondary schools  a s i d e  from 

what t hey  considered t o  be t h e i r  du ty .  Today, i f  my p a r e n t s  

w e r e  asked t o  comment on t h e  educa t ion  system i n  gene ra l ,  

and t h e  schools  of  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  they  would 

vo ice  i s s u e s  and concerns r e l a t e d  to t h e i r  c u l t u r a l  and 

socioeconomic i d e n t i t y  and t h e  expe r i ences  of  t h e i r  

c h i l d r e n  bu t  would reason t h a t  o v e r a l l ,  educa t ion  proved to 

be an e f f e c t i v e  source  of s o c i a l  m o b i l i t y  f o r  t h e i r  

c h i l d r e n ;  as , t h e i r  son, con t inues  t o  work p a r t - t h e  on h i s  

d i s s e r t a t i o n  (Ph.D) while working f u l l - t i m e  as a p r o g r a r i e  

a n a l y s t ;  and t h e i r  daughter ,  a f i r s t  y e a r  v i ce -p r inc ipa l ,  

con t inues  on i n  h e r  s t u d i e s .  

A t  t h e  age of  four ,  1 a t t ended  Blacksmith Publ ie  

School, t h e  only  school  i n  my neighbourbsod. I n  t h i s  school ,  

t h e  m a j o r i t y  of s t u d e n t s  w e r e  f i r s t  gene ra t ion ,  Canadian- 

born c h i l d r e n  of I t a l i a n  immigrant p a r e n t s .  The p r i n c i p a l ,  

a  male, was of  non- I t a l i an  h e r i t a g e  as were most female 

t e a c h e r s ,  w i th  one except ion.  The excep t ion  was t h e  one 

t e a c h e r  1 remember with fondness. Perhaps my f e e l i n g s  w e r e  

roo ted  i n  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h i s  t e a c h e r  was born i n  I t a l y  and 

emigrated t o  Canada with h e r  fami ly  at a young age. B e i n g  



unmarried, she  l i v e d  wi th  h e r  pa ren t s ,  who owned a home i n  

t h e  school  community. ~t w a s  t y p i c a l  f o r  m e  t o  see h e r  

o u t s i d e  of school ,  w i th  h e r  family,  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  of 

community even ts  and church s o c i a l s .  1 b e l i e v e  my fondnesç 

evolved because w e  shared  a c u l t u r a l  legacy.  I n  school ,  1 

i d e n t i f i e d  wi th  t h i s  teacher. 

I n  grade 6, 1 a t t ended  S t .  Augustine o f  Canterbury 

Catho l ic  School, t h e  only  Ca tho l ic  e lementary  school  i n  my 

neighbourhood and t h e  one a t  which 1 completed my 

elementary educa t ion .  During m y  t h r e e  y e a r s  t h e r e ,  t h e  

p r i n c i p a l  was a female of English h e r i t a g e ,  whi le  moat of 

t h e  t eache r s ,  mainly women, w e r e  of I t a l i a n  background. The 

s tuden t s  w e r e  t y p i c a l l y  f i r s t  genera t ion  Canadian wi th  

I t a l i a n  r o o t s .  Unl ike  the previous  school ,  1 r e c a l l  i n  t h i s  

school  environment a percep t ion  of comradeship aniong 

s t u d e n t s  who emphat ica l ly  i d e n t i f i e d  themselves as 

" I t a l i a n s . "  The comraderie seemed t o  be  a n a t u r a l  outcome, 

given ou r  age, our  pe rcep t ions  of Our t e a c h e r s ,  Our homelife 

exper iences ,  and Our r e l i g i o n .  I n  this c o n t e x t ,  being 

" I t a l i a n "  and being "Cathol ic"  were synonomous and appeared 

t a  mean being accep ted  without  having t o  e a r n  approval .  

By choice ,  I a t t ended  an a l l - g i r l ,  C a t h o l i c  secondary 

school ,  Madonna High School, l oca t ed  n e a r  t h e  i n t e r s e c t i o n  



of K e e l e  S t r e e t  and Wilson Avenue, i n  Downsview. The 

p r i n c i p a l ,  a nun, w a s  of I r i s h  h e r i t a g e .  The t e a c h e r s ,  

predominantly fernales, w e r e  of v a r i o u s  e t h n i c  backgrounds 

and t h e  s tuden t  body w a s  p r i m a r i l y  f i r s t  gene ra t ion  

Canadian, Among t h e  s t u d e n t s ,  t h e r e  was some degree of  

r a c i a l  and e t h n i c  he te rogene i ty ;  being wh i t e  and of  I t a l i a n  

h e r i t a g e  w a s  t h e  nom.  

A f t e r  a t t e n d i n g  t h e s e  t h r e e  s choo l s ,  1 gradua l ly  came 

t o  r e a l i z e  t h a t  t h e  e s s e n t i a l  s i m i l a r i t y  between them was 

no t  t h e i r  ph i losophies ,  c u r r i c u l a ,  programmes o r  e x t r a -  

c u r r i c u l a r  a c t i v i t i e s .  Rather ,  it was a s i m i l a r i t y  i n  t h e i r  

c u l t u r e s  which, i n  t u r n ,  shaped and detennined t h e  p a t t e r n s  

of s tuden t - teacher  and pa ren t - t eache r  i n t e r a c t i o n s .  1 now 

wonder whether t h e  non-immigrant and non- I t a l i an  t e a c h e r s  

w e r e  able t o  understand t h e  fundamental f e a r s ,  i n s e c u r i t i e s ,  

and a s p i r a t i o n s  of I t a l i a n  immigrant parents and t h e i r  

c h i l d r e n .  And 1 am c u r i o u s  t o  know how t h e  t e a c h e r s  of 

I t a l i a n  background viewed t h e i r  r o l e s  i n  managing t h e  

educa t iona i  development of  t h e s e  s t u d e n t s  a s  Canadians? 1 

ask myself how d id  w e  c h i l d r e n  f a r e ,  g iven  t h e  vary ing  

e t h n i c  backgrounds of our p a r e n t s  and t e a c h e r s ?  T o  what 

e x t e n t ,  i f  any, was our  academic performance in f luenced  by 

t h e s e  circumstances? 



Throughout elementary and secondary school, my ability 

and willingness to express my ethnicity was to a large 

extent determined by the degree to which such consciousness 

was generally approved of in the school, and in the 

classroom in yarticular. And 1 believe it is accurate to say 

that, in al1 three of the schools 1 attended, the expression 

of Italian ethnicity was frowned upon. The fact that the 

majority of students were first generation Canadian 

offspring of Italian immigrant parents, like myself, did not 

alter the situation. Indeed, in this connection, my 

experience was at variance with Colalillo's (1981:43) view 

that the Ontario separate school system was another means 

through which Italian immigrants and their children could 

intensify their ethnic solidarity. Nor, 1 believe, would it 

have been much different had the teachers and school 

administrators identified with the ethnic identity of 

their student bodies. 

With the exception of one elementaxy teacher, the 

one 1 favoured, the few others (six in total, who w e r e  of 

Italian descent) appeared to me to be more coarmitted agents 

of enculturation (the process of assimilation) than their 

non-Italian, non-immigrant colleagues. Perhaps the attitudes 

and behaviours adopted and the environments created by these 

six educators reflected their mission (whether conscious or 



unconscious) to teach us the n o m s  and expectations of a 

hierarchically-structured education system governed by those 

of white Anglo-saxon Protestant ethnic identity. It may have 

been their belief that cultural assimilation at this point 

in Our lives, within this context, would allow education to 

be the means through which Our generation achieved upward 

social mobility. In hindsight, this may have been their way 

of helping "their own kind," or they too may have been 

subjected to the constant scrutiny of--or need for approval 

from--their non-immigrant, non-Italian colleagues and 

administrators. Could it be that the teacher 1 favoured also 

employed these sanie tactics, but given our contact outside 

of the school environment, 1 perceived her in a different 

light? 

During my ten year teaching career, 1 have taught in 

three different schools, al1 located in Woodbridge. As an 

educator, 1 often wonder how my white, Italian, female, 

identity determines my relationships with students in 

general, and those of Italian ethnic heritage in particular 

(Norquay,1993). 1 question whether 1, as their teacher, make 

any necessary difference in their construction and 

positioning of 'self' and 'other;' in their perceptions of 

identities; and in their educational experiences, 

achievements and aspirations. 



Based on m y  exper iences  as a s t u d e n t  and educator ,  t h i s  

s tudy  e x p l o r e s  t h e  phenornena of e t h n i c  i d e n t i t i e s  and e t h n i c  

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  among i n d i v i d u a l s ,  [ t e a c h e r s  and s t u d e n t s  i n  

c o n t r o l l e d  environments, elementary and secondary s c h o ~ l s ] ~  

who p e r c e i v e  themselves t o  be t h e  'same' o r  ' d i f f e r e n t '  

because of  t h e i r  e t h n i c  r o o t s ;  and how such pe rcep t ions  o f  

'sameness' o r  ' d i f fexence '  shape e t h n i c  s e l f - i d e n t i t i e s  and 

p e r c e p t i o n s  of  o t h e r s .  I n  view of t h i s  focus ,  t h i s  s t u d y  

poses two q u e s t i o n s :  ( 1 )  What w e r e  t h e  exper i ences  o f  first 

genera t ion  Canadians, of I t a l i a n  h e r i t a g e ,  who a t t ended  

e l  ementary and secondary school where mos+ teachers and 

s t u d e n t s  were of I t a l i a n  he r i t age?  And ( 2 )  How d i d  going t o  

school  i n  environments  where most t e a c h e r s  and s t u d e n t s  were 

of I t a l i a n  h e r i t a g e  h e l p  t h e s e  i n d i v i d u a l s  c o n s t r u c t  t h e i r  

pe rcep t i ons  o f  e t h n i c  i d e n  ti t ies ,  a process  w h i c h  

shaped and f a c i l i a t e d  t h e i r  own i d e n t i t i e s  a s  Italiaas? 

Chapter  t w o ,  A Discussion of L i t e r a t u r e ,  addresses  

i s s u e s  t h a t  a r e  r e l evan t  t o  the s tudy  of  e t h n i c  i d e n t i t i e s  

and exper iences  as it p e z t a i n s  t o  t h e  t h r e e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  

my s tudy ,  "Sam," "Jack" and "Angelo," and to t h e  ques t ions  1 

w i s h  t o  answer. Chapter Three, Methodoloqy, o u t l i n e s  and 

e x p l a i n s  t h e  p rocess  through which the data f o r  t h i s  s tudy  

w a s  ob t a ined .  Chapter Four, examines t h e  ques t ion :  What w e r e  . 

the  exper i ences  of Sam, Jack and Angelo, a s  f i r s t  generat ioa  



Italian Canadian males, between the ages of 23 and 25, who 

attended elementary and secondary schools where most 

students and teachers were of Italian beritage? Here 1 

explore the data that concerns their understandings and 

perceptions of their identities. Chapter Five, 

explores the question: How did going to school in 

environments where most students and teachers were O£ 

Italian heritage help Sam, Jack and Ange10 construct their 

perceptions of ethnic identieies, a process which shaped and 

faciliated their own identities as Italians? Here 1 explore 

student-teacher and parent-teacher relationships and the 

role they play in identity formation. 

Chapter Six, Conclusion, is a synthesis of S m ' s ,  

Jack's and Angelors, ethnic experiences, perceptions and 

identities. In this chapter, 1 seek to resolve, if possible, 

two personal issues, The first, assuming that every teacher 

is viewed--either consciously or unconsciously as a role 

model, does my Italian-Canadian ethnicity constitute a 

positive factor in the future lives of my students, a net 

enhancer of their chances of success in an increasingly 

pluralistic society, one less and less dominated by 

a white Anglo-saxon el i te?  The second, making the same 

assumption, does the ethnicity 1 share with my studants 

amount to an encumbrance upon their chances of future 



succes s  i n  t h a t  wider s o c i e t y ,  by sugges t ing ,  perhaps, that  

t h e i r  e t h n i c  community i s  o f  s u f f i c i e n t  s i z e  and tnaturity 

tha t  encul turat ion  of its young can be carr i ed  out by " t h e i r  

own kind," thereby i n ~ e a s i n g  the  chances o f  their 

developing an ethnical ly-determined "world view," a t  b e s t  of 

marginal benefit t o  them i n  making t h e i r  way i n  

tha t  wider s o c i e t y ?  



CHAPTER TWO: DISCUSSION OF LITERATURE 

Thi s  l i t e r a t u r e  review a t t e m p t s  t o  e x p l o r e  and 

s y n t h e s i z e  a wide ranging s e t  of i s s u e s  t h a t  p rov ide  a 

c o n t e x t  for t h e  reseaxch and inform t h e  a n a l y s i s .  The i s s u e s  

addressed  i n  t h i s  c h a p t e r  are: (1) I t a l i a n  Immigrants i n  

Canada; ( 2 )  Cu l tu r e ,  E t h n i c i t y  and Race; ( 3 )  T h e  Formation 

and P r e s e r v a t i o n  of I t a l i a n  E t h n i c  Communities; ( 4 )  The 

I t a l i a n  E thn ic  F a c t o r  i n  Educat ion;  (5 )  Canadian Schools  and 

F i r s t  Genera t ion  I t a l i a n  Canadian S tuden t s ;  (6)  Gender 

I s s u e s  i n  Education: The Case o f  I t a l i a n  Males; and 

( 7 )  I d e n t i t y ,  E t h n i c i t y  and Eniti t ïement.  

I T A L I A N  IMMIGRANTS I N  CANADA 

During t h e  1890's ,  S i f t o n ,  M i n i s t e r  of t h e  I n t e r i o r ,  

be l i eved  i n  and suppor ted  the framework of  t h e  British 

Empire (Harney & Troper,1975).  T h i s  of  c o u r s e  i n f l u e n c e d  h i s  

p e r c e p t i o n s  as he i n i t i a t e d  an  agg re s s ive  s e a r c h  t o  popu la t e  

Canada wi th  immigrants.  I t  w a s  dur ing  t h i s  p e r i o d  t hak  the 

s o - c a l l e d  " p e r f e c t  immigration po l i cy"  and t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  of 

" i d e a l  immigrant" f o r  Canada w e r e  developed (Harney & 

Troper,  l975:V). 

During t h i s  pe r iod ,  accord ing  t o  the Canadian 

government, t h e  i d e a l  immigrant was a pe rson  of  American o r  

B r i t i s h  h e r i t a g e  w h o  w a s  p repared  é o  work as an  independent  

farmer once s e t t l e d  i n  t h e  W e s t  (Harney & Troper , l97S) .  



Indeed, the government viewed immigrants from the United 

States and the British Isles as other than 'foreigners' 

(Harney b Troper,1975). 

Faced with the difficulties of recruiting what Sifton 

and the government perceived to be 'ideal settlers,' a 

hierarchy was constructed which served to categorize and 

label other immigrant groups. This hierarchical structure 

sequentially ranked immigrant groups, from a status of 

inferior to superior, based on Sifton's and the goverment's 

perception of potential group assimilation. Within the 

context of this hierarchy, the more desirable groups were 

identified as the Scandinavians, Germans, and Ukrainians and 

the least favoured people were Jews, Italians, South Slavs, 

Greeks, Syrians and Chinese (Harney & Troper,1975). 

By 1931, with the completion of the "new" imigration 

policy, there had occurred a change in the ethnic and racial 

composition of the Canadian population (Harney & 

Troper, 1975) . 

During the era of masç immigration, 1880-1929, millions 

of Italians emigrated to Canada and/or the United States, in 

search of temporary or permanent employment 

(Iacovetta,l992). In Canada, as in other countries, the flou 

of Italian immigrants was abruptly ended by the onset of the 



Great Depression which caused national governments around 

the woxld to close their doors to immigrants (Iacovetta, 

1992). The Depression, Fascist Italy's anti-emigration 

policies and the Second World War, prevented Italians from 

emigrating for almost two decades (Iacovetta,l992). 

In Canada, the overwhelming presence of Italian 

immigrants is a post-World War Two phenornenon (Harney,l986). 

The need for an unskilled labour force and econoiic growth 

helped to overcome residual prejudice and hostility against 

Italian immigrants (Sturin0~1986). From 1947 to 1951 the 

"enemy alien" label against Italians was rescinded and a 

policy of active recruitment of "bulk labour" was initiated 

(Harney,1986:5). During this t i m e ,  most immigrants w e r e  

Southern Italian peasants with little or no forma1 education 

(Femminella,1989:37). 

Since 1970, there has been a drastic decrease in 

immigration from Italy and during the early 1980ts, there 

were more people going to Italy from Canada than the reverse 

(Jansen,1986). The implication is that the Italians in 

Canada today are one of the "established" groups, that is, 

"a group which has experienced a strong immigration in the 

past, but on the whole immigration has now ceased and is not 

likely to pick up again" (Jansen,1986:128). 



As new immigrants infiltrate society, they assume the 

inferior position of previous ones. But despite the 

turnover, certain patterns of behaviour and prejudice 

continue to exist. Historians of Canadian immigration coined 

the term "ethnic preference ladder," ts describe the process 

by which immigrants are accepted into Canadian society 

(Iacovetta,1992:104). The mode of acceptance operates along 

a continuum of preferred and non-preferred status. This 

process reflects current-day ideology pertaining to the 

superior civilization of northwestern Europe and its white 

colonial people. The Canadian responçe to immigrants was 

determined by racial, cultural, gender and class identity. 

The popular stereotype portrays foreign-born males as 

potentially violent and sexual threats to Canadian-born 

women; and immigrant women as the suffering wives of their 

domineering husbands (Iacovetta, 1992) . 

Italian immigration to Canada after World War II was 

coupled with an anti-Italian and, in particular, anti- 

Southern Italian sentiment. Fascism and the war added the 

term "enemy alien" to the list of strikes against Italians 

(Iacovetta,1992:105). The influx of Italian immigrants 

continued to be perceived as a threat to Canada's, 

especially, Toronto's, racial and social composition 

(Iacovetta,l992). The perpetuation of negative 



stereotypes served to ensure that the Italians operated 

under the control of the city's Anglo-Celtic and Protestant 

character (Iacovetta,l992). 

CULTURE, ETHNICITY AND RACE: 

Despite the popular ideology that Canada is a multi- 

cultural and multi-ethnic society, there exists a shared set 

of assumptions about race and ethnicity, assilmptions that 

distort hou people perceive Canadian society in general and 

ethnic and racial groups in particular (Li,1990). 

It is generally accepted that biological and cultural 

characteristics provide a scientific rationale for 

classifying individuals into racial and ethnic groups 

(Li,l990). Superficial physical features, skin colour in 

particular, are perceived to be legitimate grounds for the 

classification of individuals into racial groups. The 

combination of cultural and physical qualities 

creates an even greater rift and heightens discrimination 

between ethnic groups. Throughout Canadian history, cultural 

and physical traits, whether presumed or real, have been 

used to justify the segregation and discrimination of groups 

such as the Indians, Ukrainians, Jews, Chinese and Italians 

(Li,l990;Iacovetta,l992). 



In Canada, dating back to the onset of emigration from 

Italy, Italians have been the victims of racial, cultural 

and intellectual stereotypes which were generated by 

Canada's English society and already established Italian 

Canadian citizens (Harney,1989). Stereotypes ensured that 

Italian immigrants understood their 'place' within the 

framework of Canada's social class structure (Harney,1989). 

The southern Italian peasant/farmer was usually the 

subject of most ethnic stereotypes. Depicted as dark- 

skinned, stocky, suffering from malnutrition and having 

limited schooling, these immigrants were considered to be 

among the least likely to adjust to North Anierican's 

industrial economic order (Iacovetta,l992). Purportedly, 

born in deep-rooted fatalism, nurtured in poverty-striken 

eavironments and burdened with large families, conventional 

wisdom had it that these people lacked both the 

resourcefulness and means to make the transition to urban 

life (Iacovetta,l992). 

The image of southern Italian immigrants was that they 

lacked self-discipline, were emotionally volatile and 

tempermental (Iacovetta,l992). Nany of these images emerged 

from Italy. It was the north-south ItaPian dichotomy that 

resulted in Italy's uneven development and fostered the 



traditional prejudices of northern Italian politicians, 

intellectuals and others towards the southern peasants which 

provided North Americans with a pat logic for their own 

dislike of Italian immigrants (Iacovetta,l992). 

Iacovetta (1992) writes, that in 1964, author Robert 

Allen attempted to capture Torontonians' contradictory 

perceptions of Italian immigrants by describing College 

Street's 'Little Italy.' Allen writes, 

Here one finds people from Naples and Palermo 
looking at snails in grocery stores, listening to 
Italian records, and enjoying the novel life of a 
community of Italian movies, espresso bars, pizza 
parlours, pointed shoes, short jackets, Sicilian 
shawls and such vitality that decadent suburb. 
Many welcome this exotic tidal wave that has 
given texture to the city and suddenly made 
Toronto as self-consciously cosmopolitan as a 
teenager who has just discovered beer. Others 
look on these changes dourly, still cal1 Italians 
'Eyetalians' and misuse the word 'ethnic' to mean 
exactly what they used to mean when they said 
'foreigner.' A feu think vaguely of Little Italy 
as a cluster of grocery stores in an old part of 
town but many think of it as a tough neighbourhood 
of ward heelers, underground societies, and T a y  Hall 
politics, where Italian youths pinch girls' behinds, 
and more mature citizens, when they aren't eating 
spaghetti, are stealing jobs from Canadians 
(cited in Iacovetta,1992:103). 

Similarly, Perin (1989) notes, that in his novel 

F o r e i g n e r ,  Connor depicts the perception Canada's mainstream 

society held of Italian emigrants. Connor explains, 



The title itself speaks volumes, depicts the 
boarding-house as the locus of social and sexual 
deviance, of filth, poverty, illiteracy, and general 
human degradation. Only when the immigrant cornes in 
contact with select Canadians, those all-purpose 
Mr. Cleans who obligingly scrub away every trace of 
Old World culture, is his redemption secured. In the 
process, he discards his festivities and celebrations, 
his religious beliefs and practices, his dress, bis 
sometimes frivolous, sometimes aberrant behaviour in 
favour of sober, earnest, and purposeful living and 
manly religion (which is the one where the Pope is not 
master of his mind!) The bedlam to abandon h i s  
Old World ways, blossoms into Anglo-Canadian Eden of 
tranquillity, order and prsductivity" 
(cited in Perin,1989:14). 

The response Italian immigrants received from 

Torontonians and other groups, during the peak of post-war 

immigration, was seldom positive (Iacovetta,l992). And even 

when it was, the tone was usually patronizing. More often 

than not, this group emerged as the subject of s c o m  arid 

ridicule. Despite the racist and discriminatory acts 

committed against them, the immigrants saw Canada and its' 

cities as an economic opportunity and most w e r e  deterined 

to endure its hardships (Harney,989). 

A more extreme position is that the biological and 

genetic characteristics which are believed to have produced 

racial and ethnic groups also determine social, cultural and 

intellectual abilities (Li,1990). Consequently, racial and 

ethnic groups construct a hierarchy, based on alleged 

potentials and actual abilities, and ranked along a continuia 



of inferiority and superiority status positions. This 

ranking process is the essence of racism, more precisely, 

"institutional racism" which, according to Li (1990:37), 

may be expressed as prejudicial beliefs and discriminatory 

practices experienced by individual people in the course of 

daily living (Li,1998). Li (1988:37) writes that, 

Institutional racism involves social institutions 
that give a sustained meaning to superficial features 
of 'race' and use 'race' as the justification for 
disqualifying subordinate m e m b e r s  of society from 
equal participation. In such cases racism is 
articulated as both a racist theory and a 
discriminatory practice, and its continuing 
manifestation in social institutions lends a false 
legitimacy to the use of 'race' as a socially 
acceptable criterion for differentiating between 
individuals and groups. 

Italian immigrants rarely experienced the degree of 

institutional racism alotted to racial minority groups, but 

were al1 tao familiar with the indifference and bigotry of 

North Americans (Iacovetta,l992). The growing presence of 

Italians in Canada fsom the 1880's to 1930's resulted in a 

nativist backlash (Iacovetta,l992). Iacovetta (1992:105) 

writes, 

Drawing on long-standing stereotypes regarding 
the inferiority of the Italian race and the alleged 
inability of Italians to practise the rules of 
democratic government or confonn to middle-class 
standards of conduct, North Americans made their 
prejudices clear by depicting Italians as 
'hot blooded' and 'culturally backwardr peasants. 



Typical of most stereotypes, the popular perceptions of 

Italian immigrants always possessed contradictory images. 

Iacovetta (1992:105) explains, 

Patronizing portraits of Italian peanut vendors 
and barbers as child-like innocents happily 
performing their jobs contrasted sharpiy, for 
instance, with the hot-tempered, stiletto-wielding 
punk. 

Another common misconception is the perception that 

ethnic and cultural groups are one and the same and that 

culture is the underlying cause of differences in people's 

values, behaviours and achievements (Li,1990). Culture is 

perceived to be a salient feature which mechanically exerts 

its influence on the livelihoods of individuals. This mode 

of reasoning puts groups deemed inferior at a further 

disadvantage, identifying culture as the cause of their 

adversity. Li (1990) suggests, that the purpose of equrting 

culture with ethnicity is to cast blame on individuals for 

their misfortunes by attributing their circumstances to 

cultural deficiencies of their group rather than 

wider social forces. 

This mechanical perspective of culture and ethnicity 

also distorts how ethnic relations are interpreted 

(Li,1990). Since culture is perceived to be the primary 

force behind human behaviour, ethnic survival and adaptation 



becomes a  ques t ion  of t h e  group 's  a b i l i t y  t o  r e t a i n  its own 

i d e n t i t y  and resist t h e  evo lu t ionary  process  of  

a s s i m i l a t i o n ,  This  understanding of e t h n i c  r e l a t i o n s  became 

such an a u t h o r i t a t i v e  i n t e l l e c t u a l  argument i n  t h e  post-war 

e r a  t h a t  every aspec t  o f  human e x i s t a n c e  concerned wi th  

e t h n i c i t y  is eva lua ted  wi th in  t h e  ideology of ass imi la tSon  

( L i ,  1990) , 

Ethnic  groups are looked upon a s  ex t ens ions  of  Old 

World c u l t u r e s  e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  t h e  New World, which provide  

immigrant groups with a sense  of  i d e n t i t y ,  comradery and 

unders tanding as they r e c o n s t r u c t  t h e i r  l i v e s ,  Oddly enough, 

i n  the New World it i s  never e x t e r n a l  f o r c e s  bu t  i n t e r n a 1  

c u l t u r e  t h a t  determines e t h n i c  s u m i v a l  (Li ,1990).  I f  

e x t e r n a l  f o r c e s  a r e  considered,  it is t o  t h e  e x t e n t  t hey  

a l low or  prevent  the a s s i m i l a t i o n  of an e t h n i c  group 

( L i ,  1990) . 

THE FORMATION AND PRESERVATION OF ITALIAN ETENIC C-ITIES 

The formation of I t a l i a n  Canadian e t h n i c  c o r r u n i t i e s  is 

a  d i r e c t  r e s u l t  of Canadian immigration p o l i c i e s ,  t h e  

e n t r a n c e  s t a t u s  of I t a l i a n  immigrants, educatfon and 

economic f a c t o r s ,  e t h n i c  s t e r eo typ ing  and d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  

( I a c o v e t t a , l 9 9 2 ) .  The p r e s e r v a t i o n  of  such c o m u n i t i e s  serve 

as c u l t u r a l  reminders t o  s o c i e t y  i n  gene ra l  and I t a l i a n  



inunigrants in particulax of their survival, success and 

understanding of the politics and livelihood in English 

Canada's class-based society (Harney,1998). 

In the suburbs, Italian ethnic communities offer 

limited opportunties for expression (Harney,1998). Their 

attraction, in part, is the convenient access to a nearby 

workplaces, larger parcels of land, bigger homes, and so 

forth as well as the fact that they segregate the Italians 

from other cultural and racial groups (Harney,1998). In the 

city, the chann of Mediterranean exotica in 'Little Italies' 

are opportunities for Italian Canadians to prosper by 

marketing their 'Italian' authenticity, their 'cultural 

vitality' and their 'practical knowledge' to the 

Canadian public, at the same time however, limiting and 

restricting individuals who wish to break free and pursue a 

different course (Harney,1998). 

The issue of where the Italian immigrants lived, 

whether in the suburbs or city, had a direct impact on the 

ethnic composition of the student population in schools. If 

the communities was primarily populated by Italian 

immigrants, than logic would have it that their children 

attended the neighbourhood elementary and secondary schools. 

Thus, having adequate if not overwhelming representation 



within the schools. This in turn, influenced and shaped 

their perceptions of themselves as an ethnic group 'in' and 

'out' of school. These perceptions detennined their 

educational experiences. 

THE EOUCATION OF ITALIAWS 

Perlmann (1988) examines the relationship between first 

generation Italian-Americans and the education system. He 

writes that from 1880-1920 the Italians constituted the 

largest single group of immigrants, with approximately four 

million entering the United States (Perlmann,1988). Although 

almost half returned to Italy, the Italians that reiaiaed 

in the United States continued to outnuinber all other groups 

of arriving immigrants (Perlmann,l988). By 1915, corpared to 

other minority groups, children of Italian immigrants were 

the dominant ethnic group in schools and by 1925, they 

outnumbered children of Irish heritage (Perlmann,l998), 

Along with the Irish, children of Italian immigrants w e r e  

less likely to remain in school than any other group 

(Perlmann, 1998) . In fact, Perlmann (1988) found that in 
1915, less than one-tenth of cbildren of Italian immigrants 

were enrolled in high school, compared to two-fifths of 

children from other groups, Similarly, compared to other 

ethnic groups, children of Italian immigrant parents on 



average,  w e r e  less l i k e l y  t o  r e c e i v e  good grades  from 

t eache r s ;  a p a t t e r n  that cont inued u n t i l  1925 

(Perlmann, 1988) . 

Perlmann (1988) comments t h a t  many observers  sugges t  

t h a t  t h e r e  is  a d i r e c t  c o r r e l a t i o n  between t h e  c u l t u r a l  

h e r i t a g e  of  I t a l i a n  immigrants and t h e  va lue  they  placed on 

educa t ion .  Covello (1967) examines t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  between 

southern  I t a l i a n  immigrants, t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  and t h e  

educa t ion  system i n  Aaierica. I n  o r d e r  t o  understand t h e s e  

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  and their complex i t i e s  Covello exp lo re s  t h e  

immigrants school  p a t t e r n s  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  of t h e  economic 

and s o c i a l  s t r u c t u r e  and c u l t u r e  of sou the rn  I t a l y  ( c i t e d  i n  

Perlmann,l988). 

I n  I t a l y ,  t h e r e  w a s  a s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e r e n c e  i n  t h e  

l i t e r a c y  rates between t h e  North and t h e  South .wi th  the r a t e  

of i l l i t e r a c y  f a r  g r e a t e r  i n  t h e  South than  t h e  North. This  

r e a l i t y  w a s  t h e  r e s u l t  of a number of  f a c t o r s :  f i r s t ,  

government o f f i c i a l s  i n  Rome came from t h e  nor thern  and 

c e n t r a l  r eg ions  excu l s ive ly ,  w i th  minimal r e p r e s e a t a t i o n  of 

t h e  sou th ,  r e s u l t i n g  i n  a l a c k  of government support  and 

funding for educa t iona l  f a c i l i t i e s  i n  t h e  South 

(Covello,1967). The l i t t l e  educa t ion  t h a t  was enforced i n  

t h e  South w a s  considered f o r e i g n  by t h e  peasan ts / fanners .  



Second, t h e  c u l t u r a l  d i v e r s i t y  of t h e  North and t h e  Soueh 

prevented t h e  South from e s t a b l i s h i n g  an e f f e c t i v e  

c e n t r a l i z a t i o n  of t h e  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  c o n t r o l  of educa t ion  

(Covel lo , l967) .  Third ,  t h e  predominantly a g r i c u l t u r a l  

econorny of  t h e  South r equ i r ed  c h i l d r e n  t o  work a t  a n  e a r l y  

age, t o  h e l p  suppor t  t h e i r  f a m i l i e s .  The Compulsory 

educat ion l a w s  w e r e  t h e r e f o r e  not  upheld by t h e  

peasan ts / fa rmers  or enforced by the upper class o r  c l e r g y  

(Covello,1967). Indeed, m e m b e r s  o f  t h e  upper class and t h e  

c l e r g y  opposed forma1 educat ion i n  the South, p e r c e i v i n g  it 

t o  be a t h r e a t  t o  the e x i s t i n g  s o c i a l  o rder .  F i n a l l y ,  and 

most important ly ,  were t h e  t r a d i t i o n s  of t h e  sou thern  

I t a l i a n  peasan ts / fa rmers  w i th  respect to school ing.  For t h e  

peasan ts / fa rmers ,  true educa t ion  c o n s i s t e d  of k i n f o l k  us ing  

f o l k l o r e  to t e a c h  the young t h e  s o c i o - c u l t u r a l  v a l u e  system 

peasan ts / fa rmers  could  c o n t r o l  how t h e  young w e r e  educated 

t o  ensure  compliance wi th  and conformity t o  t h e i r  w a y  of 

l i f e .  

I n  t h e  United S t a t e s ,  the s o c i a l  mores of sou thern  

I t a l i a n  peasan ts / fa rmers  had a d i r e c t  impact on t h e i r  

p rocess  of adjustment o r  accommodation t o  American schools  

as a s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n  (Cove l l0~1967) .  Covello (1967) 

w r i t e s ,  that the pe rcep t ion  of I t a l i a n  immigrant c h i l d r e n  as 

'problems' i n  t h e  New York C i t y  school  system was f a r  



superior to that of non-Italian children. It appeared, 

however, that this situation was the result of the conflict 

between the immigrants and the school which, in turn, had a 

direct impact on the schooling of their children 

(Covell0~1967). Covello (1967) explains that the 

source of conflict derived from four factors. First was the 

southern Italian immigrants slow acculturation to 

"Americanism." In America, in order to protect themselves 

from the strange and often blatant hostility of their new 

environment, the immigrants isolated themselves and created 

socio-cultural refuges commonly known as "Little Italys" 

(Covello,1967:279). This form of adjustment, although a 

natural phenomenon, served to retard their process of 

accommodation to American society and often lead 

to public displays of hostility towards American behaviours, 

attitudes and lifestyles (Covello,1967). Second, in America, 

the enforcement of compulsory school laws created conflict 

between the immigrants and school officials (Covell0~1967). 

Third, in America, immigrant children were no longer an 

economic asset but a liability. The enforcement of 

compulsory school laws meant that they could not h a v e  

school at an early age--to work and thereby help support the 

family. Indeed, a prolongad childhood meant that they had to 

be supported by their parents. Similarly, attending school 



c o n f l i c t e d  w i t h  fami ly  " s choo l i ng . "  The home, as 

a  l e a r n i n g  i n s t i t u t i o n ,  en su red  t h a t  t h e  immigrants  c h i l d r e n  

remained submissive t o  p a r e n t a l  a u t h o r i t y  and obeyed 

c u l t u r a l  n o m s .  I n  America, s c h o o l s  posed a t h r e a t  t o  t h e  

s o c i a l  harmony and t r a n q u i l i t y  o f  t h e  fami ly .  F i n a l l y ,  t h e  

immigrants r e j e c t e d  t h e  n o t i o n  o f  h i g h e r  e d u c a t i o n  ( i . e . ,  

h igh  s c h o o l ) ,  p e r c e i v i n g  it to be a form o f  i d l e n e s s  o r  p l a y  

(Cove l10~1967) .  

Femminella (1988) w r i t e s  t h a t  from t h e  o n s e t  o f  t h e i r  

a r r i v a 1  i n  A m e r i c a ,  t h e r e  w e r e  always a  few I t a l i a n s  who 

p a r t i c i p a t e d  i n  t h e  educa t i on  sys tem t h a t  w a s  a v a i l a b l e  t o  

them. And t h e r e  w e r e  s o m e ,  t h e  e a r l y  c o l o n i a l  I t a l i a n s ,  who 

made e d u c a t i o n  a v a i l a b l e  t o  o t h e r s .  However, Femminella 

(1988) p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  t h e  m a j o r i t y  of I t a l i a n s  who 

inimigrated t o  America w e r e  from the sou the rn  r e g i o n s  o f  

I t a l y  w i t h  l i t t l e  o r  no fo rmal  e d u c a t i o n .  F o r  t h i s  g roup  o f  

immigrants,  p a r t i c i p a t i n g  i n  t h e  American e d u c a t i o n  sys tem 

p re sen t ed  i t s e l f  as a double  edged sword ( F e n ~ u i n e l l a ~ l 9 8 8 ) .  

For sou the rn  I t a l i a n s  e d u c a t i o n  w a s  a p r i v i l e g e d  endeavour,  

one t h a t  w a s  n o t  o f f e r e d  t o  p e a s a n t s / f a r m e r s  e x c e p t  i n  t h e  

case o f  p r i e s t h o o d  (Femmfïiella, l988).  From t h i s  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  

an  educa ted  p e r s o n  w a s  p e r c e i v e d  i n  one o f  two ways: e i t h e r  

as good mora l l y ,  and t h e r e f o r e  accorded t h e  h i g h e s t  r e g a r d ,  

o r  as a rnember of  t h e . u p p e r  class, and t h e r e f o r e  an  enery 



(Feinminella,l988). In America, education was not viewed as 

the primary road to success (i.e., the acquisition 

of material wealth) among first and second generation 

Italian immigrants (Femminella,1988). This was not the case 

for third, fourth and other generations of Italian 

Americans. 

Belief in the intrinsic value of education can only 

develop over a n-er of generations, as each experiences 

both the economic and social benefits which education 

confers. For immigrants struggling to better their material 

existence, economic success without benefit of education 

retards the growth of belief in the extririsic value of 

education, while ait the same time delaying, perhaps for 

generations, the belief--and indeed, the understanding--that 

education bas any intrinsic value! 

Steinberg identifies social class standing as the 

determining factor in the educational value system 

subscribed to by first generation Italian-American 

immigrants indicating that cultural n o m s  and traditions 

play a secondary role (cited in Perlmann,l988). Allegiance 

to a particular social class value system is indicative of 

social class identity. In America, the bulk of the Italian 

immigrants were working class (Bonutti,l989). The value 



system s h a r e d  by m e m b e r s  of t h i s  e t h n i c  group is 

t h e r e f o r e  r e f l e c t i v e  of a working c l a s s  ideology.  

I n  a 1986 a n a l y s i s  of t h e  work o f  c o n f l i c t  t h e o w i s t s  

Bowles and G i n t i s ,  Anisef and c o l l e a g u e s  advocate  t h a t  t h e r e  

i s  a c o r r e l a t i o n  between s o c i a l - c l a s s  s t a t u s  and schoo l ing .  

As a s o c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n ,  t h e  educa t i on  sys tem i n h e r i t s  a 

v a l u e  system. T h i s  va lue  system i s  r e f l e c t i v e  of  t h e  Anglo- 

Saxon e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y .  S i m i l a r l y  t o  t h e  system, i n d i v i d u a l s  

i n h e r i t  a v a l u e  system which is,  i n  t u r n ,  i n d i c a t i v e  o f  

t h e i r  s o c i a l  c l a s s  p o s i t i o n .  Upon e n t e r i n g  schoo l s ,  s t u d e n t s  

who r e f l e c t  middle  c l a s s  n o m s  and v a l u e s  are a t  an  

advantage  because  t h e i r  c u l t u r e  h a s  been i n s t i t u t i o n a l i z e d  

by t h e  system. And s t u d e n t s  who r e p r e s e n t  d i v e r s e  racial ,  

e t h n i c  and c u l t u r a l  i d e n t i t i e s  a r e  a t  a d i sadvan tage .  T h e i r  

d i s advan t age  is  r o o t e d  i n  t h e i r  i n a b i l i t y  t o  compete w i t h i n  

a c l a s s -ba sed  system. Anisef (1986) and c o l l e a g u e s  

a rgue  t h a t  t h e  f u n c t i o n  of  t h e  e d u c a t i o n  system is t o  

p rov ide  e q u a l  o p p o r t u n i t y  w i t h i n  class boundar ies  i n  o r d e r  

t o  reproduce  t h e  e x i s t i n g  class s t r u c t u r e .  I n d i v i d u a l s  

t h e r e f o r e  r e c e i v e  an  educa t ion  t h a t  is  congruen t  w i th  t h e i r  

class - p o s i t i o n .  T h i s  t heo ry  e x p l o r e s  t h e  n o t i o n  of s o c i a l  

democracy as t h e  guise i n  which s o c i a l  i n e q u a l i t i e s  are 

r a t i o n a l i z e d  and reproduced.  A c r i t i c i s m  o f  t h i s  t h e o r y  is 

t h e  assuinption t h a t  i n d i v i d u a l s  a r e  w i l l i n g  p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  



this form of oppression. 

In Canada, Italian immigration was most pronounced 

during the twenty year period between 1951-1971 

(Jansen,l991). In 1951, this immigrant population was 

approximately 152,245 and rose to 730,820 by 1971, an 

increase of 22,080 immigrants per year (Jansen,1988; 

Janseri,1991:160). Most of these immigrants, three-quarters 

to be exact, "were destined for the lowest status jobs" 

(Jansen,1991:160). Of these immigrants, more then 70 

percent had less than a grade nine education (Jansen,l991). 

The barriers faced by their children were the results of 

cultural diversity and linguistic differences, in addition 

to their originating from families with low levels of 

education and socioeconomic status (Jansen,l991). 

In Canada, government legislation vis-a-vis mandatory 

school age ensured that .these children attended school 

(Jansen,l991). This experience increased the gap between 

their school levels and those of their parents. "It was 

believed that for the most part these children did not 

aspire to, or continue into, post-secondary education at the 

same rate" as Canadian-born or children from other iamigrant 

groups (Jansen,1991:160). In 1981, Jansen (1991:160) 

conducted a study using the hypothesis that ". . large 



proportions of (Italians) would remain in the lower socio- 

economic levels of Canadian society for one or two 

generations." The results of his study did not support the 

theory (Jansen,l991). The findings therefore suggest that 

while the Italian immigrants may not have attended 

school thernselves or perceived a formal education to 

necessary to their livelihood they understood its value and 

perceived school to be a source of upward social mobility 

for their children. 

The 1980 United States census reported that the 

educational attainment of Italians was repressed and 

stagnant compared to some other European ethnic groups 

(i.e., English, German, Irish)(Femminella,1989). This 

statement fails to consider the mobility changes that have 

occurred within generations of this particular ethnic group. 

Italian immigrants did not value forma1 education as it was 

traditionally valued by the American culture. Forma1 

schooling was not possible and/or relevant to their 

lifestyle in the old country and thus, did not have a place 

in their life in America (Covell0~1967). Feiaminella (1989) 

writes, that third generation Italians and onward 

established greater affiliations with the system. This 

factor is evidence of a change in trend among meribers of 

this ethnic group. This is to some extent an indicator of 



upward mobility within the group. 

A conunon complaint among minority group members is that 

their children are deliberately oriented towards vocational 

rather than professional careers (Jansen,1988). Some parents 

believe that the English-Canadian education system is not 

sufficiently equipped to address the needs of students from 

non-English and non-French ethno-cultural backgrounds and 

that the culture and class-based curriculum renders many 

minority students inferior to their English or French 

classmates (James, 1995) . 

The education system mirrows the power structure of 

capitalism by means of a culturally racist and class-based 

curriculum (James,1995). James (1995) writes that students 

from immigrant and low-income families who are outside of 

the dominant class culture, are kept inferior within the 

structure of class relations and provided with an education 

that is congruent with their social class identity. The 

paradox of education is that it is made available to all, 

but its accessibility is controlled and manipulated so that 

the existing class structure is cyclically reproduced and 

thereby legitimized. 



CANADIAN SCHOOLS AND FIRST GENERATION ITALIAN CA1iIADIAW 
STUDCNTS 

In an article entitled "The Armani Generation," 

reporter Joanne Chianello (eyetalian,Winter,1995:15-17) 

posed the question "Has a society that champions the pursuit 

of possessions lost sight of the original goal of 

education?" as she investigated rumours of an elevated high 

school drop-out rate among Italian Canadian students in 

Woodbridge, a predominantly Italian community in the City of 

Vaughan. Chianello's (1995) investigation targeted two of 

the three high schools in the Woodbridge community, both of 

which are Catholic. and operated by the same board. In both 

high schools approximately 95% of the student population is 

of Italian heritage. 

Upon investigation, Chianello (1995) found that in both 

high schools, teachers and students perceived students of 

Italian background to have a dismissive attitude towards 

education, and that parental support for learning was quite 

superficial. Although these parents claimed to prize 

education and to desire academic success and attendant 

social mobility for their children, schooling was not a 

priority in the home and, therefore, without what Porter 

(1995) refers to as genuine extriasic and intrinsic value. 



In her final comments, Chianello (1995) stipulates that 

such an attitude to education is not exclusive to a 

particular geographic location and/or ethnic group but 

rather, is common to students across Canada. Her admonition 

to the Italian community of Woodbridge was that it was their 

responsibility to become politically active in their 

children's schoolicg. 

As a journalist, Chianello (1995) raises relevant and 

critical issues (Le., ethnic relations, enthocentrism, 

educational apathy, materialism and sexism) prevalent in the 

education system and in particular, the educational 

experiences of first-generation Italian-Canadian students. 

As a female offspring of Italian immigrant parents, 1 would 

have found it of interest if Chianello (1995) positioned her 

ethnic identity within the article and shared with readers 

her educational experiences, the purpose of which would have 

been to explore the similarities and differences. Perhaps 

the cornparison would have revealed that while much has 

changed for this ethnic group as a whole, a great rider of 

things remain the same, regardless of t i m e  and 

circumstances . 

Another female reporter addressed related issues in 

Canada's largest circulation daily newspaper. In the Toronto 



Star of June 18,1997 (1,8) city columnist R o s i e  DiManno 

shared with readers her experiences growing up on Grace 

Street in downtown Toronto's west end. DiManno's (1997) 

opeaing remarks are perhaps shared by many children of 

immigrant parents. She recalls, "1 grew up not in a country, 

but on a street" and recollects "a childhood that was in 

Canada but not of Canada" (DiManno,l997:1). 

Xn her narrative, DiManno (1997), the child of Italian 

imnigrants, reports she was born in Canada but did  not learn 

to speak English until she began her formal education. She 

attended Clinton Street Public School where the most visible 

national icon was the Union Jack, not the Canadian flrg. 

There was a photograph of the Queen at the front of the 

classroom, and the national anthem was 'God Save the Queen.' 

In a desperate attempt to be less Italian and more English, 

DiManno (1997) abbreviated and anglicized her given name, 

Rosalba, to.Rosie. This was only one of the many measures 

- she took t o  hide her ethnic identity from her English 

friends, as ber Italianness was a constant source of 

humiliation. In short, at a young age, she found herself 

trapped in her perceptions of identities. One the one hand, 

DiManno (1997) loathed and despised her Italian heritage. On 

the other hand, while she wanted to claim her English status 

she idiolized and aspired to an Amrerican identity- 



Covel lo  (1967) w r i t e s ,  t h a t  it was common for t h e  

o f f s p r i n g  o f  I t a l i a n  immigrants t o  f i n d  themselves  co- 

e x i s t i n g  i n  t w o  d i v e r s e  and c o n t r a d i c t o r y  wor lds .  The new 

world v e r s u s  t h e  world of t h e i r  f o r e f a t h e r s .  The t r a d i t i o n s  

and v a l u e  system of  t h e  o l d  coun t ry  r e f u t e d  new and 

u n f a m i l i a r  t r a d i t i o n s .  Al leg iance  t o  one c u l t u r e  r equ i r ed  

t h e  abandoment  o f  t h e  o t h e r  o r  s o  it appeared.  School w a s  a 

microcosm o f  t h e  new world. The home r e f l e c t e d  the 

t r a d i t i o n s  and v a l u e s  of t h e  o l d  coun t ry .  Unl ike  t h e i r  

f o r e f a t h e r s ,  t h i s  gene ra t i on  w a s  expected  t a  d e a l  w i t h  two 

opposing and o f t e n  c o n t r a d i c t o r y  c u l t u r e s .  It w a s  not 

uncommon, however, f o r  members of t h i s  g e n e r a t i o n  t o  

expe r i ence  a sense of  b e t r a y a l  o f  t h e i x  f o r e f a t h e r s .  The 

educa t i on  system p e r s o n i f i e d  P r o t e s t a n t  v a l u e s  and n o m s .  To 

t h e  I t a l i a n  coramunity, success  w i t h i n  t h i s  i n s t i t i t u i o n  

s i g n i i i e d  a d e t e r i o r a t i o n  of c u l t u r a l  v a l u e s  and noms. 

Although t h e r e  w a s  an  a p p r e c i a t i o n  o f  t h e  s c h o l a s t i c  

achievements  of  t h e i r  people,  t h e r e  w a s  also a 

perce ived  sense of  l o s s .  

I n  h e r  ar t ic le ,  DiManno (1997) makes the s t a t emen t  that 

i n  h e r  family, as i n  rnost I t a l i a n  immigrant f a m i l i e s ,  

educa t i on  w a s  n o t  h igh ly  valued.  DiManno (1997:6) w r i t e s ,  

Educat ion w a s  f ea r ed  by t h e s e  I t a l i a n s  - a f e a r  
n u r t u r e d  and encouraged by t h e  C a t b o l i c  church.  



Education would take children away from their parents, 
the priests said, would make them question authority, 
would draw them into the outside world, which was a 
forbidden place. 

DiManno (1997) does, however, confess that in her particular 

household, the attitudes her parents expressed towards 

learning were completely different. While her father never 

attended a parents' night, her mother, who could barely rerd 

Italian, accompanied ber every week to the public library, 

thea a 20-block walk, in hopes that she would gain knowledge 

from books. Given that she was a female, her parents 

considered a post-secondary education to be useless, but 

were more accepting of the idea if she pursued a ferinine 

profession, such as teaching. DiManno (1997) played along, 

but planned her escape into journalism. 

Research suggests, that the educational achievements of 

children .is determined by the division of power in the 

family (Wilkinson,l981). Danziger writes, that children in 

father-dominated households are more aahitious; fathers were 

perceived to have the most control in English families, the 

second highest was in Italian families and much less often 

in Finnish families (cited in Uilkinson,l981). And the 

greater the control of mothers, the more likely their 

children are to complete high school (cited in 

Wilkinson,l981). Contrary to Danziger, Strodbeck argues, 



t h a t  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  i n  family  d e c i s i o n s  i s  more l i k e l y  t o  be 

t h e  source  of achievement ( c i t e d  i n  Wilkinson, l981).  Covel lo  

(1967) w r i t e s ,  t h a t  t h e  assumption t h a t  sou thern  I t a l i a n  

women have minimal o r  no a u t h o r i t y  and/or  c o n t r o l  i n  t h e i r  

household is wi thou t  v a l i d i t y .  The w i f e ' s  subo rd ina t i on  t o  

h e r  husbandrs  a u t h o r i t y  w a s  n o t  o u t  of a  s ense  of 

unquest ionable  submission b u t  i n s t e a d ,  was t h e  r e s u l t  of 

t r a d i t i o n a l  p a t t e r n s  of behaviour (Covello,1967).  I n  

sou thern  I t a l y ,  t h e  gender  of t h e  c h i l d  d e t e r i i n e d  t h e  t y p e  

o f  educat ion he o r  s h e  would be e n t i t l e d  t o  (Cove l l0~1967) .  

Females d id  no t  r e c e i v e  any formal school ing;  t h e i r  

' educat ion '  c o n s i s t e d  of p r epa r ing  f o r  marriage and 

motherhood (Covel lo , lP67) .  Whereas the ' educat ion '  of males 

e n t a i l e d  much more freedom o u t s i d e  t h e  family  u n i t ,  m o r e  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ,  r i g h t s  and p r i v i l e g e s  ( C o v e l l 0 ~ 1 9 6 7 ) .  I n  

Anterica, educat ion con t inued  t o  be an economic, c u l t u r a l  and 

gender  i s s u e  f o r  sou tha rn  I t a l i a n  immigrants. The sou the rn  

I t a l i a n  immigrants r e a c t i o n s  t o  t h e  educa t iona l  careers of 

daughte rs  w e r e  more a c u t e  t h a n  of sons  (Cove l lo , l967) .  

Jansen (unpublished manuscr ip t )  w r i t e s ,  t h a t  i n  educa t ion  

t h e r e  are s l i g h t  d i f f e r e n c e s  between males and feriales and 

t h a t  t h e  d i f f e r e n c e s  favour  t h e  m a l e s .  

DiManno's (1997) mother and f a t h e r  w e r e  both  etnployed 

o u t s i d e  t h e  home and both  e x e r c i s e d  c o n t r o l  i n  fami ly  



decisions. Her experiences challenge the theory that 

children of working mothers are less likely to complete high 

school (Wilkinson,l981). DiMannors (1997) narrative reveals 

that the educational aspirations and career choices her 

parents envisioned and voiced for her, reflect their Italian 

heritage (Covello,1967). In her article, DiManno (1997) 

explains, that her father did not take an active role in her 

schooling. 1 question whether his lack of comitmnt or 

involvement may not have been the result of cultural and 

gender issues (i.e., DiMannors Italian heritage; the 

fact that her female gender status determined the degree to 

which she "needed" an education), coupled with the 

patriarchal structure of the household rather than an 

expression of his perception of the value of an education in 

general and DiMannors learning in particular. B e r  mother, it 

appears, instilled in het a respect for knowledge. Perhaps 

this was because her mother had limited schooling, as did 

most Italian immigrant women, and found herself to be 

illiterate in both her native tongue and English. 

Itrs probable that the circumstances of her mother's life 

and her experiences led her to better understand what it 

would mean for her children to be educated and literate. In 

DiMannors (1997) case there appears ta be a strong 

correlation between the educational plans her mother had for 



h e r  and her own p l ans .  Perhaps, i n  working c l a s s  fanai l ies ,  

materna1 i n f l u e n c e  may be f a r  more impor tant  t han  p a t e r n a l  

i n f l u e n c e  i n  t h e  educa t iona l  a s p i r a t i o n s  and ach i eve ren t s  of 

c h i l d r e n  . 

S i m i ï a r  t o  DiManno's (1997) exper ience ,  1 recall that 

i n  my p a r t i c u l a r  housahold, m y  f a t h e r  d i d  not  a t t e n d  any 

pa ren t - t eache r  meetings or school  e v e n t s  dur ing  my 

elementary  and secondary school  years. Thi s  was my mother's 

r o l e  and /or  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  I t  w a s  n o t  t h a t  it w a s  more 

convenient  f o r  my mother to a t t e n d  school  func t ions ,  as she  

t a o  was employed o u t s i d e  t h e  f a n i l y  home. T t  was t h a t  as my 

mother,  s h e  perce ived  it t o  be h e r  duty. I n  t h e  p r ivacy  of  

o u r  home however, it w a s  cornmon f o r  my f a t h e r  t o  t a k e  an  

i n t e r e s t  i n  my grades and to e n s u r e  that 1 be p ro ro t ed  each 

year .  Unlike DiManno's (1997) household, both  my p a r e n t s ,  on 

occas ion ,  would accompany m e  by car t o  t h e  l o c a l  p u b l i c  

library, t h e n  a f a i r  d i s t a n c e  from o u r  home. 

DiManno (1997) w r i t e s  t h a t  given h e r  female gender 

s t a t u s  and be ing  born to I t a l i a n  immigrant p a r e n t s ,  h e r  

p a r e n t s  b e l i e v e d  i n  the va lue  o f  a post-secondary educa t ion  

a s  l ong  as it d i d  no t  c o n f l i c t  w i t h  b e r  role as a wi fe  and 

mother (Covello,1967).  To  a c e r t a i n  e x t e n t ,  1 t o o  can 

i d e n t i f y  w i t h  t h i s  exparience.  As a c h i l d ,  my on ly  s i b l i n g ,  



a b r o t h e r ,  always expressed an i n t e r e s t  i n  becoming a 

lawyer. My p a r e n t s  both approved of and supported 

his e d u c a t i o n a l  a s p i r a t i o n s .  As a c h i l d ,  1 had never  r e a l l y  

given m u c h  thought  t o  m y  f u t u r e .  1 do however reiember one 

p a r t i c u l a r  evening,  when my family and 1 w e r e  s i t t i n g  around 

t h e  d i n n e r  t a b l e .  My f a t h e r  announced t h a t  he had found t h e  

p e r f e c t  j o b  f o r  me-a l e g a l  secretary. H e  had been a t  his 

lawyer's o f f i c e  e a r l i e r  that day and expla ined  Bou he 

thought  t h a t  p o s i t i o n  w a s  i d e a l .  I t  would mean t h a t  I would 

work i n  a "c lean"  environment,  something t h a t  he and my 

mother were unaccustomed to as t hey  bo th  worked on 

assembly l i n e s  i n  f a c t o r i e s  ( i - e . ,  Ford Motor Company and 

General  Motors of Canada); and t h e  hours  of employment 

(i.e., Monday t o  Fr iday,  from 9:00 a . m .  t o  5 : 0 0  p . m . )  would 

no t  i n t e r f e r e  w i th  my r o l e  of wi fe  and mother (Covello,  

1967).  Fo r  my f a t h e r ,  t h i s  occupat ion w a s  considered noble  

i n  t h a t  it s i g n i f i e d  a h i g h e r  s t a t u s  t h a n  he o r  my mother 

had o r  would exper ience  ( Jansen , l991) .  While nry mother 

acknowledged t h e  i dea ,  s h e  always be l i eved  t h a t  l i k e  my 

bro the r ,  1 t o o  would a t t e n d  u n i v e r s i t y  and pursue a career 

of  my c b o i c e  (Jansen,unpublished manuscr ip t ) .  As it t u r n s  

ou t ,  i n  cornparison, my mother was t h e  p a r e n t  who took 

g r e a t e r  i n t e r e s t  and expressed concern and ambit ion i n  t h e  

e d u c a t i o n a l  achievements o f  my b r o t h e r  and m e  (Wilkinson, 



In response to DiManno's (1997) statement, that 

education was not highly valued by Italian immigrant 

parents, perhaps t h e i r  lack of voice or public presence was 

the result of a numher of issues (i.e., limited schooling, 

Language barriers, cultural differences, economic 

backgrounds) coupled with fear and anxiety (Jansen,l991). 

Fear that their children would lose t h e i r  cultural identity; 

fear that their children would experience the same prejudice 

and discrimination they endured; anxiety that their children 

would not be able to compete and succeed (Covell0~1975; 

Iacovetta,l992). Like DiManno's (1997) parents, my 

mother and father had limited schooling in Italy. And in the 

eyes of my educators they too w e r e  probably j u s t  another set 

of Italian immigrant parents. But that did not mern that 

education was not highly valued by them or that this value 

system was not instill in their children. On the contrary, 

my parents, as many other Ita l ian immigrant parents, 

perceived education t o  be the mode by which their children 

would experience upward social mobility, attain a privilsged 

s ta tus  and ultimately benefit from parental hardships and 

sacrifices (Bonutti,l988). 

The selected content of DiHanno's (1997) editorial must 



be understood within the context of her identity, which in 

this case is three-fold; her occupational status, ethnicity 

and gender, Each of her identites cornes into play in her 

narrative. At the end of her article, 1 found myself arking 

a simple question: What w a s  her purpose in writing the 

article? W a s  it merely a cathartic experience? W a s  she 

looking to trigger memories of similar experiences among 

other first-generation Italian-Canadian students, ferales in 

particular? Hhat kind of statement was she looking to make 

with her story? 

In 1985, high school teachers Salvatore Ritacca and 

Domenic Tassielli founded the Leonardo Da Vinci Academy of 

Arts and Sciences, in Toronto (Chianell0~1995). Their dream 

had been to operate a school which afforded its students al1 

the privileges of a private institution while preserving 

tbeir sense of Italian culture. By 1989, the acadeny had a 

population of 80 students, ranging from grades 6 to 12, the 

majority of whom were in the higher grades. Most of these 

students were from the Woodbridge area. 

In 1991, a number of problems (e . g., a lack of 

conmitment to studies) among older students resulted in the 

closing of the senior division of the school. It is 

Ritaccars belief that for some families, attendance at the 



school was merely a status symbol unsupported by a genuine 

commitment on the part of parents to education per se for 

their children. Parents, in turn, blamed the school, 

claiming that having paid the tuition, it was the 

school's responsibility to educate their children. 1s this 

not the general attitude of most parents, especially those 

in the private school system? 

Another complaint made by Ritacca and other teachers in 

the Uoodbridge axea is that mothers generally attend 

parent-teacher meetings (Chianello,l995). On occasion, when 

fathers do attend they appear as if they have been forced 

or coerced. Ritacca's final comment, is that the corvaon 

attitude among the student population is rooted in a 

distinct sense of materialism, for which parents are the 

culprits. Given that Ritacca does not reveal his overall or 

other teaching experiences, it would appear that his 

criticism is exclusive to the Italian community in 

general and children of Italian immigrant parents in 

particular and do not apply to other ethnic groups. 

GtMDER ISSUES IN EDUCATION: THE CASE OF ITALIAW MALES 

In Southern Italy, the typical family unit consisted of 

a mother and father and many children (Covello,1967). The 

mentality of the southern Italian peasant/faraer reflected 



t h e  no t ion  t h a t  a l a r g e  family would be an economic asset. 

Regardless  o f  t h e i r  f i n a n c i a l  p o s i t i o n  at t h e  tirne of 

marr iage ,  it w a s  common p r a c t i c e  f o r  t h e  p e a s a n t s / f a r r e r s  t o  

c r e a t e  f a m i l i e s  of s i x  or more c h i l d r e n .  I t  should be noted 

however, t h a t  a l a c k  of knowledge about  b i r t h  c o n t r o l  and/or 

t h e  u se  of birth c o n t r o l  c o n t r i b u t e d  to t h e  ex i s t ance  of 

l a r g e  f a m i l i e s  (Covello,1967).  

Covello (1967) w r i t e s ,  t h a t  i n  t h e  p e a s a n t / f a m e r  

household, it w a s  common p r a c t i c e  f o r  t h e  f a t h e r  t o  d e s i r e  

t h e  b i r t h  o f  many sons.  The b i r t h  o f  many sons w a s  of 

' g r e a t e r  economic s ign i f i cance . '  A t  an  e a r l y  age, 10, h i s  

sons  worked t h e  land.  I n  t i m e ,  w i th  t h e  h e l p  of h i s  sons ,  

t h e  peasan t / fa rmer  would be a b l e  to purchase  and work h i s  

own land.  Daughters were no t  a p p r e c i a t e d  as they w e r e  an  

economic l i a b i l i t y .  Although they worked wi th in  the hone by 

age six, t h e y  d i d  n o t  work t h e  land.  I n  add i t i on ,  t h e  

utarriage of  t h e  daughter  r e q u i t e d  a dowry. Unlike h e r  

husband, a w i f e  was less l i k e l y  t o  show pre fe rence  among her 

c h i l d r e n .  For  h e r ,  t h e  b i r t h  of many c h i l d r e n ,  r e g a r d l e s s  of  

whether they w e r e  males o r  fernales, gained s t a t u s  and 

p r e s t i g e  w i t h i n  t h e  comun i ty .  I n  t h e  eyes  of he r  husband 

however, it w a s  t h e  b i r t h  o f  sons  t h a t  gained r ecogn i t i on .  

I n  t h e  I t a l i a n  household, i n  p a r t i c u l a r  those  of the 



sou thern  region,  c h i l d r e n  w e r e  perceived t o  be c o r r o d i t i e s  

i n  t h e  eyes  of t h e i r  f a t h e r s  (Covello,1967).  The  p r e f e r e n c e  

f o r  m a l e s  s i g n i f i e s  t h a t  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  between Italian 

f a t h e r s  and t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  is w i t h i n  the pe r ime te r s  of a 

gender-bssed va lue  system. Contra- to t h e i r  spouses,  t h e  

women d i d  not  express  d i f f e r e n c e  between t h e i r  sons  and 

dsugh te r s  (Cove l l0~1967) .  Perhaps t h i s  is because t h e y  t o o  

were v ic t ims  of  a p a t r i a r c h i a l  s t r u c t u r e  which deeied their 

f e r a l e  gender s t a t u s  i n f e r i o r  t o  t h e i r  male c o u n t e r p a r t s .  

T h i s  va lue  system d e f i n e s  t o  some e x t e n t  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

t hey  and t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  have vis-a-vis w i t h  o the r  

i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  l i k e  educa t ion .  

XDINTITY, ETHNICITY AND ENTITLE-T 

"Where are you from? 
What is your n a t i o n a l f t y ?  
But, X never think of you as.. .  
I d i d n ' t  know you w e r e . . .  
You're d i f f e t e n t .  
I'm not racist, but. . . 
It 's  j u s t  a joke. 
What does a whi te  person know about  racism? 
Some of  my b e s t  f r i e n d s  a r e . . . "  
(James & Shadd,1994:1). 

Authors Car1 James and Adrienne Shadd (1994) propose 

that i n  t h e  course  of  everyday l i v i n g  questions and corrents 

such as t h e s e  i n f i l t r a t e  and became second n a t u r e  to t h e  

t h i n k i n g  patterns and i d e n t i t y  pe rcep t ions  of i n d i v i d u a l s .  



On the surface, such questions and comments may appear 

innocent, but they are in fact dangerous because they are 

declarations of the speaker's insensitivity and ignorance. 

They mirror interpretations of belonging (Le., entitleutnt, 

the right to belong) in the construction of unequal power 

identities (James & Shadd,1994;Norquay,2000). D'Antonio 

(1975) writes, that ethnocentrism-the mentality 'that my 

way  is better than yours' is and perhaps will always be one 

of the greatest problems of ethnicity. In America, the 

assimilation-success mode1 of the white Protestant dominant 

group ranks them the most ethnocentric of al1 groups. 

In ber article, "Where is Here?" Norquay (2000) 

examines the process by which twenty first year education 

students use their family's immigration history as they 

construct their own identity. Norquay (2000:l) poses the 

questions: "How do students use tàeir family stories about 

'country of origin' to shape identity formation? What are 

the limits and possibilities for being/becoming a Canrdirn? 

How do family immigration (hi)stories support or disrupt the 

construction of a Canadian identity?" In her analysis, 

Norquay (2000) discovered that f o x  these students 

being 'Canadian' did not include the immigrant status or 

experience of their families. This in turn, challenges the 

official, legal definitions of Canada and the Canadian 
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i n  Norquay,2000). And y e t ,  how t h e s e  i d e n t i t i e s  are 

perce ived  and i n t e r p r e t e d  Vary from person  t o  person.  

Research found t h a t  p r e - se rv i ce  t e a c h e r s  i n  Saskatchewan 

pe rce ived  it necessary  to t h e i r  p r o f e s s i o n  t o  s ecu re  an 

i d e n t i t y  (Norquay,2000). The p roces s  involved i n  securing an 

i d e n t i t y  means t h a t  t h e  i d e n t i t y  i n  ques t i on  is c o n s i s t e n t  

w i th  e x i s t i n g  assumptions of  who is and who i s  not Canrdian 

and t h a t  t h e s e  assumptions are no t  i n  c o n f l i c t  wi th  i s s u e s  

of race and e t h n i c i t y  (Horquay,2000). 

I n  h i s  ar t icle ,  "Being German, Being Canadian" 

s o c i o l o g i s t  G o t t f r i e d  Paasche (1994) d i s c u s s e s  t h e  r e a l i t y  

of e t h n i c  i d e n t i t i e s .  Paasche (1994) i d e n t i f i e s  himself  as 

e i t h e r  Canadian o r  German bu t  does n o t  c o n s i d e r  h i r s e l f  t o  

be German-Canadian. Each of t h e s e  t h r e e  i d e n t i t i e s  are 

s e p a r a t e  and d i s t i n c t  from one ano ther .  Paasche's (1994) 

cho i ce  of e t h n i c i t y  is c l e a r l y  h i s  and h i s  a lone  t o  maka, 

depending upon h i s  need and /or  t h e  s i t u a t i o n .  Proœ h i s  

d i s c u s s i o n ,  it is  obvious, t h a t  Psasche (1994) b e l i e v e s  

e t h n i c  i d e n t i t i e s  t o  be both  f l e x i b l e  and nego t i ab l e .  

I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  he p o i n t s  o u t  t h a t  r e g a r d l e s s  of  the i d e n t i t y  

assuned, Canadian o r  Genran, h i s  exper ience  and/or  e x i s t e n c e  

w i t h i n  e i t h e r  e t h n i c i t y  i s  t h a t  of an "ou t s ide r - i n s ide r . "  

The term " o u t s i d e r - i n s i d e r "  i s  coined t o  explain t h e  

p e r s p e c t i v e  from which Paasche (1994:115) embodies h i s  
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e t h n i c i t y .  For example, as a German, experiencing h i s  

German-ness, Paasche (1994) does so from t h e  f r a r e  of 

re fe rence  of an o u t s i d e r  looking i n ,  But he r e v e a l s  t h a t  h i s  

ou t s ide  perspect ive  i s  d i f f e r e n t  because of h i s  dazal 

e t h n i c i t y ,  German and Canadian. When Paasche (1994) chooses 

t o  be German o r  Canadian he does so with a pass ion  t o  

understand h i s  i d e n t i t y  wi th in  and ou t s ide  of t h e  c u l t u r e .  

This process  allows him t o  be conscious  of i n t e r n a 1  (wi th in  

t h e  c u l t u r e )  and e x t e r n a l  ( s o c i e t a l )  f a c t o r s  which, i n  turn, 

in f luence  and a f f e c t  h i s  pe rcep t ion  of t h e  group and of 

himself as a group meinber.  Paasche (1994:116) w r i t e s ,  

My German i d e n t i t y  ha& served as a cons tan t  i n  i y  l i f e .  
X t  has been the  th read  t y i n g  toge the r  p a s t  and p r e s e n t -  
So what does it a l 1  mean for my rou t ine  life i n  Canada 
now? Most of t h e  time it is  probably i r r e l e v i n t .  Thare 
a r e  o t h e r  th ings  which iaipact more heavi ly  on my l i f e ,  
i s s u e s  such as profess ion ,  incorne, gender, age and so 
on. However, i s s u e s  around my German i d e n t i t y  crop up 
unexpectedly even i n  very saall ways. 

H e  continues,  

Being German is  for m e  an open-ended i d e n t i t y .  By t h i s  
1 mean t h a t  I am cont inuously learn ing  about, and 
f e e l i n g  through, my encounter  with t h e  Gerran i n  ae. 
That German i n  m e  impels m e  t o  l e a r n  more of Germrn 
h i s t o r y ,  a s  w e l l  as t o  conf ron t  t h e  conterporary  face 
of mraany.  I t  is a l i v i n g  th ing .  1 have a love  for 
language, and being f a m i l i a r  w i t h  more than  one f s e l s  
l i k e  a b less ing-  

1 am a l s o  not  a German. 1 am a Canadian, and even 
sometimes again an Annericari. Canada has grown on me. 
Uhen 1 travel elsewhere, 1 take t h e  Canrdian i n  me 
along. I have l earned  soœething of its h i s t o r y ,  and its 
s t ruggles .  1 know my w a y  around i n  t h i s  Canada (1994:117). 



I f  Paasehe (1994) sees h imse l f  as b a t h  f l u i d  and 

f l e x i b l e  w i t h i n  and o u t s i d e  of h i s  German, Canadi rn  o r  

American e t h n i c  i d e n t i t i e s ,  K a t a l i n  Szepes i  (1994) is q u i t e  

h i s  o p p o s i t e .  I n  h e r  a r t ic le  "1 Want t o  C a l 1  Xyself  

Canadian," S z e p e s i  (1994) w r i t e s  t h a t  i n  h e r  case h e r  e t b n i c  

i d e n t i t y  i s  f i x e d  and determined by t h e  Hungarian h e r i t a g e  

r e f l e c t e d  i n  h e r  f i r s t  and l a s t  names, S z e p e s i  (1994:29) 

w r i t e s ,  

1 want t o  cal1 myself Canadian, b u t  I ' m  n o t  a l lowed.  
My name is Hungarian by o r i g i n  so t h e r e f o r e  1 am 
Hungarian, I t  d o e s n ' t  m a t t e r  t h a t  on my mother ' s  s i d e  
I'm s even th -gene ra t i on  Canadian and b e f o r e  t h a t  Our 
fami ly  came from G r e a t  B r i t a i n .  I t  d o e s n ' t  natter t h a t  
1 c a n ' t  speak Hungarian and have o n l y  a marg ina l  
unders tand ing  o f  t h e  c u l t u r e .  I t  d o e s n ' t  xnattet t h a t  Z 
w a s  b s r n  and raised i n  Canada. I t  d o e s n ' t  even m a t t e r  
t h a t  I ' m  wh i t e .  K a t a l i n  Szepesi is n o t  a Canrdian  name, 
so Katalin S z e p e s i  w i l l  n e v e r  be a Canadian. 

Unl ike  h e r  s i b l i n g s  (S t an  and Esther) who have E n g l i s h  f i r s t  

n a r e s ,  Szepesi (1994) t h e o r i z e s  t h a t  she  c a n  o n l y  e x e r c i s e  

h e r  claim t o  be ing  a Canadian by Ang l i c i z ing  h e r  f i r s t  name 

t o  Cathy ( though s h e  acknowledges t h a t  once h e r  l a s t  name is 

discovered h e r  e f f o r t s  w i l P  have been i n  v a i n )  o r  by 

marrying soaioone w i t h  an  "Anglo" l a s t  name. Szepesi (1994) 

adr i i t s ,  however, t h a t  it is h e r  p e r c e p t i o n  of her n r i s  and 

h e r  p e r c e p t i o n  o f  hou o t h e r s  w i l l  react t o  hax becauoe of 

h e r  naiies t h a t  have f o r c e d  h e r ,  u n l i k e  h e r  s i b l i n g s ,  into 

i d e n t i f y i n g  w i t h  h e r  Hungarian h e r i t a g e .  And t h e s e  f a c t o r s  



have made h e r  who she i s  today. 

As a r e s u l t  of h e r  exper ience ,  Szepes i ' s  (1994) 

b e l i e v e s  t h a t  whi te  a d u l t  immigrants with accen t s  o t h e r  t h a n  

B r i t i s h  o r  A u s t r a l i a n  w i l l  never be seen as Canadian. 

S imi l a r ly ,  whi te  immigrant p a r e n t s  must Angl ic ize  their 

naœes i f  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  are t o  i n h e r i t  a  Canadian i d e n t i t y .  

Blacks and Asians w i l l  never  be cons idered  Canadian and 

n a t i v e  people do no t  want the i d e n t i t y .  True Canadians, i n  

Szepesi's (1994) percep t ion ,  are both  B r i t i s h  and bigoted 

and this group of i n d i v i d u a l s  is  becoming a minor i ty  i n  

Canada's m u l t i c u l t u r a l  s o c i e t y .  

The d i s cus s ion  has provided a con tex t  i n  which to 

explore ,  understand and ques t i on  t h e  r o l e  and imp l i ca t i ons  

of Sam's, Jack's and Angelo's s choo l ing  experiences i n  

i d e n t i t y  formation.  



CEAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY 

The r e s e a r c h  m a t e r i a l  i n  this study is  l i m i t e d  t o  

q u a l i t a t i v e  data. Four male candidates were i n i t i a l l y  

s e l e c t e d .  Three p a r t i c i p a t e d  i n  t h e  s t udy .  Each p a r t i c i p a n t  

completed a one-to-one i n t e rv i ew  s e s s i o n  u s i n g  a 

s t anda rd i zed ,  open-ended, q u e s t i o n n a i r e  (Appendix X I ) .  The 

i n t e r v i e w  s e s s i o n s  w e r e  audio-recorded to ensure  accuracy,  

to encourage t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  t o  speak f r e e l y  and 

spontaneously  a t  a comfor table  rate of speed, and t o  permit 

t h e  interviewer to focus  on and respond t o  t h e i r  v e r b a l  and 

f a c i a l  exp re s s ions  and body language. 

I n  an a t t emp t  to avoid prepared responses ,  t h e  

p a r t i c i p a n t s  d i d  no t  view t h e  q u e s t i o n n a i r e  p r i o r  t o  t h e i r  

i n t e rv i ews .  The  i n t e rv i ews  w e r e  scheduled  ( l o c a t i o n ,  d a t e  

and t i m e )  accord ing  t o  the work and /or  s choo l  c o m i t m e n t s  of 

t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s .  The i n t e rv i ew  s e s s i o n  w a s  fol lowed by a 

read ing  of t h e  t r a n s c r i p t ,  T r a n s c r i p t s  were mailed o u t  

approximately t h r e e  weeks a f t e r  the i n t e r v i e w s .  This 

provided the p a r t i c i p a n t s  an  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  review t h e i r  

r esponses  and make any changes and /o r  a d d i t i o n s  t o  

t h e  material .  

The p a r t i c i p a n t s  s igned a le t te r  of consent  once t h e i r  

involvement i n  t h e  s tudy  (i.e., s c r e e n i n g  p rocess ,  i n t e r v i e w  



s e s s i o n  and read ing  of t h e  i n t e r v i e w  t r a n s c r i p t )  was 

completed. To ensure  c o n f i d e n t i a l i t y ,  t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  are 

r e f e r r e d  t o  by a pseudonymous f i r s t  name. For  their t i m e ,  

each p a r t i c i p a n t  r ece ived  a g i f t  c e r t i f i c a t e  (from a 

neighbourhood p i z z e r i a  o r  Chap t e r ' s  books to re  o r  W). 

The d a t a  is a c u r r e n t  day r e t r o s p e c t i v e  based on each  

p a r t i c i p a n t ' s  mernories and s t o r i e s  o f  t h e i r  e l e n n t a r y  and 

secondary schoo l  exper iences .  T h e i r  expe r i ences  p rov ide  

insight i n t o  how t h e s e  years have p o s i t i o n e d ,  shaped and 

in f luenced  t h e i r  p e r c e p t i o n s  of e t h n i c  i d e n t i t i e s  i n  

gene ra l ,  and t h e i r  I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y  i n  p a r t i c u l a r .  

RECRUITING THE PARTICIPAMTS 

The c r i t e r i a  ( i . e . ,  f i r s t  g e n e r a t i o n  Canadian, born t o  

I t a l i a n  immigrant p a r e n t s )  used t o  select t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  

w a s  s p e c i f i c  and non-negotiable.  The f i r s t  t a s k  w a s  t o  f i n d  

ai s u c c e s s f u l  and safe method of r ec ru i tmen t .  After careful 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n ,  1 decided t o  p l a c e  an adver t i sement  i n  t h e  

I t a l i an - l anguage  newspaper Corriere Canadese, given  t h e  

p a p e r ' s  c u r r e n t  c i r c u l a t i o n  (32,000) and geograph ica l  area 

of d i s t r i b u t i o n  (e .g . ,  C i t y  of Toronto,  C i t y  of Vaughan, 

e tc . ) .  As the e d i t o r  was u n a v a i l a b l e  on s e v e r a l  occas ions ,  1 

w a s  r e f e r r e d  t o  and cominunicated with an employee. 1 w a s  

asked t o  fax t h e  e d i t o r  a copy o f  t h e  adver t i sement  and w a i t  



for a r e p l y .  One week later ,  1 w a s  con t ac t ed  by t e l ephone  

and w a s  informed t h a t  the adver t i sement  w a s  approved. The  

adver t i sement  would appea r  i n  t h e  paper  t h r e e  t i m e s  a week, 

fo r  one month. On t h e  first day it w a s  scheduled  t o  appear, 

t h e  adver t i sement  was n o t  p r i n t e d .  L a t e r  t h a t  same day,  1 

c o n t a c t e d  t h e  paper and spoke w i t h  my c o n t a c t .  I t  w a s  t h e n  

t h a t  1 d i s cove red  t h e  edi tor  had r econs ide r ed  and dec ided  

t h a t  t h e  paper  would n o t  p r i n t  t h e  adver t i sement .  U p o n  

h e a r i n g  t h e  news, 1 asked f o r  an  exp l ana t i on ,  b u t  w a s  unab le  

t o  speak wi th  t h e  e d i t o r .  1 w a s  t o l d  t h a t  t h e  e d i t o r  d id  n o t  

t h i n k  it wise t o  p a r t i c i p a t e  i n  any way i n  my s tudy .  1 found 

t h i s  expe r i ence  i n t e r e s t i n g .  F i r s t ,  1 cou ld  n o t  comprehend 

why t h e y  would t u r n  away bus ine s s .  Second, g iven  my I t a l i a n  

e t h n i c  s t a t u s  and t h e  n a t u r e  of t h e  s t udy ,  the pape r  w a s  i n  

a p o s i t i o n  t o  reach o u t  t o  t b e i r  own coaimunity and h e l p  one 

o f  t h e i r  own. F i n a l l y ,  m y  q u e s t i o n s  as t o  why t h e  p a p e r  

i n i t i a l l y  approved and t h e n  c a n c e l l e d  m y  adver t i sement  were 

neve r  addressed  t o  my s a t i s f a c t i o n .  

I n  view o f  t h i s  exper ience ,  1 at tempted  a second 

approach t o  r e c r u i t  p a r t i c i p a n t s ,  word-of-mouth 

communication. Given my e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y  (Le . ,  f i r s t  

g e n e r a t i o n  Canadian born  t o  I t a l i a n  immigrant p a r e n t s )  and 

female gender  s t a t u s ,  1 though t  it m o r e  e f f e c t i v e  t o  d i s c u s s  

and p u b l i c i z e  t h e  s t u d y  among acqua in tances ,  f r i e n d s  and 



co l l eagues .  Th i s  method proved t o  be s u c c e s ç f u l .  I n i t i a l l y ,  

f o u r  i n d i v i d u a l s  were r e c r u i t e d .  The r e c r u i t m e n t  p r o c e s s  f o r  

each  p a r t i c i p a n t  w a s  easy, in fo rmal ,  and non- threa tening.  

The first two p a r t i c i p a n t s  provided the names of two more 

i n d i v i d u a l s ,  both  of  whom were s e l e c t e d .  T h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  

are a l1  m a l e s .  The reason being i s  t h a t  m a l e s  responded t o  

the r ec ru i tmen t  p rocess .  

The f i r s t  p a r t i c i p a n t  is a co l l eague  and w a s  r e c r u i t e d  

at our  mutual workplace, a n  e iementary  s choo l .  I t  was 

through t h i s  person t h a t  a second name was ob t a ined .  As it 

tu rned  o u t ,  t h e  second cand ida t e  was f a m i l i a r  t o  me, a l s o  i n  

t h e  c o n t e x t  of  t h e  workplace. The first two p a r t i c i p a n t s ,  

bo th  25, s h a r e  a f r i e n d s h i p  t h a t  d a t e s  back t o  chi ldhood,  

They l i v e d  i n  t h e  same I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  neighbourhood f o r  

approximately 18 y e a r s ,  i n  t h e  former C i t y  o f  North York, 

and a t t ended  and graduated  f r o m  t h e  same C a t h o l i c  elementary 

and a l l -boys  C a t h o l i c  h igh schoo l .  Both a t t e n d e d  the saaie 

u n i v e r s i t y ,  i n  Toronto,  and graduated  w i th  deg ree s  i n  

educa t ion ,  The t h i r d  p a r t i c i p a n t ,  23, is the younger 

b r o t h e r  of a l ong  time f r i e n d  and it w a s  he  who provided the 

name of  the f i n a l  p a r t i c i p a n t ,  a l s o  23 y e a r s  of age. Both 

m a l e s  lived i n  a predominantly I t a l i a s  e t h n i c  c o m u n i t y ,  i n  



North York, whi le  a t t e n d i n g  and gradua t ing  from a C a t h o l i c  

elementary school  and t h e  same Ca tho l i c  a l l -boys  high school  

as t h e  first t w o .  The third participant attends t h e  s r e  

u n i v e r s i t y  as t h e  f i r s t  two bu t  s t u d i e s  law, and the f i n a l  

p a r t i c i p a n t  a t t e n d s  u n i v e r s i t y  i n  Toronto and studies 

medicine. 

Due t o  school  commitments, t h e  f o u r t h  p a r t i c i p a n t  

withdrew f r o m  t h e  s tudy  two days before  h i s  in te rv iew.  

Perhaps, he w a s  n o t  comfor table  meeting and d i s c u s s i n g  

persona l  stories about  h i s  elementary and seconda- s choo l  

yearç  with a complete s t r a n g e r .  O r  maybe, he was not 

comfortable wi th  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  h i s  involvement i n  t h e  s tudy  

w a s  known t o  a f r i e n d ,  who i n  t u r n  could l e a r n  of  h i s  

s t o r i e s ,  s t o r i e s  he w a s  n o t  ready o r  w i l l i n g  t o  s h a r e ,  Given 

t h a t  this p a r t i c i p a n t  w a s  a t h i r d  y e a r  medical s t u d e n t ,  

perhaps he r econs ide red  because of t h e  time c o n s t r a i n t s  

of h i s  schedule  . 

As 1 t a u g h t  i n  one of t h e  t w o  elementary s choo l s  i n  

Sam's neighbourhood and he  o f t e n  suppl ied  i n  t h e  school ,  it 

was both t h e  most l o g i e a l  and convenient  si te f o r  t h e  

in te rv iew.  Due t o  Sam's unp red ic t ab l e  work schedule  ( i .e . ,  



supply  t e a c h i n g ) ,  it was mutua l ly  agreed  t h a t  t h e  i n t e r v i e w  

be scbeduled i n  t h e  month of June (1998) when Sam w a s  i n  t h e  

school  . 

Sam's i n t e r v i e w  w a s  h e l d  on Tuesday, June 24 th ,  1998 at 

4:00 p.m., and w a s  approximate ly  45 minutes  i n  l e n g t h .  The 

s e s s i o n  occur red  i n  t h e  c lassroom where Sam had been t h e  

supply  t e a c h e r  t h a t  day. The i n t e r v i e w  was c a r r i e d  o u t  

wi thou t  any d i s t r a c t i o n s  or i n t e r r u p t i o n s .  During t h e  

i n t e rv i ew ,  Sam appeared t o  be a t  e a se ,  c o n f i d e n t  and 

sonewbat c u r i o u s  about  t h e  t y p e s  of q u e s t i o n s  t h a t  would be 

asked of  him. Sam's i n t e r v i e w  t r a n s c r i p t  was m a i l e d  t o  him 

d u r i n g  t h e  l a s t  week of  September, and was r e t u r n e d  t h r e e  

weeks l a t e r .  No changes w e r e  made. 

Jack  and 1 are c o l l e a g u e s  and t e a c h  i n  the s s r e  

C a t h o l i c  elementary schoo l .  Thus, 'Lhe school  w a s  aga in  t h e  

m o s t  convenient  and acconimodating s i t e  f o r  t h e  i n t e r v i e w  

s e s s i o n .  The i n t e r v i e w  took  p l a c e  i n  J a c k ' s  classroom, on a 

Thursday, June 25th ,  1998 a t  4:00 p.m. The i n t e r v i e w  w a s  one 

hour  and twenty minutes  long. J a c k ' s  classroom provided 

p r i v a c y  and gave him a s e n s e  of  s e c u r i t y  and f a m i l i a r i t y .  

During t h e  i n t e rv i ew ,  Jack appeared t o  be  comfor table  w i th  

t h e  d ia logue .  H i s  v e r b a l  responses  seemed t o  be spontaneous 

and genuine,  confirmed by h i s  f a c i a l  e x p r e s s i o n s  and body 



language. The s e s s i o n  was completed wi thou t  i n t e r r u p t i o n s .  

J a c k ' s  i n t e r v i e w  w a s  35 minutes l o n g e r  t h a n  Sam's. Perhaps 

t h e  reason  rests wi th  the i n t e rv i ewer .  With p r a c t i c e ,  1 

found myself more a t  ease with t h e  q u e s t i o n n a i r e  and 

t h e  i n t e r v i e w  process .  Jack rece ived  a copy of t h e  

t r a n s c r i p t  i n  t h e  t h i r d  week of September, and re tu rned  it 

t h r e e  weeks l a te r .  No changes w e r e  made. 

To accommodate Angelo's school  and wsrk commitnients h i s  

i n t e r v i e w  w a s  conducted i n  a mutual ly  agreed upon 

r e s t a u r a n t ,  on a Fr iday J u l y  l l t h ,  1998 at 11:00 a . m .  and 

w a s  approximate ly  two hours i n  l e n g t h .  I n  comparison t o  

Sam's and J a c k ' s  i n t e rv i ews ,  Angelo's w a s  t h e  l onges t ,  

f u r t h e r  suppo r t i ng  m y  theory  t h a t  by t h e  t h i r d  i n t e rv i ew  1 

w a s  comple te ly  a t  ease with t h e  q u e s t i o n s ,  the dia logue and 

t h e  i n t e r v i e w  p r s c e s s .  A t  t h e  t i m e  of t h e  in te rv iew,  Aagelo 

appeared to be r e l a x e d  i n  t h e  environment and comfortable 

w i th  t h e  s i t u a t i o n .  During t h e  i n t e rv i ew ,  Angelo w a s  

r e c e p t i v e  t o  t h e  s tudy ;  he w a s  i n t e r e s t e d  i n  t h e  ques t i ons  

and t r ied t o  be as a c c u r a t e  and as hones t  as p o s s i b l e  i n  h i s  

responses .  Angelo rece ived  a copy o f  t h e  t r a n s c r i p t  dur ing  

t h e  last week of  September, and r e t u r n e d  it dur ing  t h e  t h i r d  

week i n  November. No changes w e r e  made. 

Based on my exper iences ,  1 b e l i e v e  word-of-aouth 



communication t o  acquaintances ,  f r i e n d s  and co l l egues ,  is an  

e f f e c t i v e  form of r ec ru i tmen t .  This p r o c e s s  makes it easier 

t a  e s t a b l i s h  a s e n s e  o f  t r u s t  and a  f e e l i n g  o f  corifort  

between t h e  r e s e a r c h e r  and p a r t i c i p a n t s  throughout  t h e  

course  of t h e  s t udy ,  and i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  i n  t h e  i n t e rv i ew  

s e s s i o n s ,  Also, g iven  t h e  bond of  f a m i l i a r i t y ,  it i s  less 

likely t h a t  t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  w i l l  withdraw from t h e  s tudy,  

making it i n  t h e  long  run  more time e f f i c i e n t .  Ui th  respect 

t o  t h e  a c t u a l  i n t e r v i e w  sessions, 1 found t h a t ,  wi th  

p r a c t i c e ,  I developed conf idence ,  as an  i n t e r v i e w e r /  

r e sea r che r  and t h a t  I was less h e s i t a n t  about  asking 

ques t i ons  and m o r e  i n  t une  w i th  t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  t h e  answers 

and t h e  subsequent  ques t i ons  t h a t  needed to be asked. 

F i n a l l y ,  1 b e l i e v e  it is  impor tant  t o  a l l ow  t h e  in te rv iewees  

to schedule the i n t e r v i e w  d a t e  and t i m e  and t o  select t h e  

l o c a t i o n .  Th i s  p r o v i d e s  them wi th  a s e n s e  of c o n t r o l  and 

ownership of  t h e  p roces s ,  which is  especially impor tant  

g iven t h e  format  ( i - e - ,  i n t e rv i ews )  o f  t h e  s tudy .  

Furthermore, it is  necessa ry  f o r  t h e  i n t e rv i ewees  t o  

review their t r a n s c r i p t s  i n  order t o  ensure accuracy and 

a l s o ,  as a s i g n  o f  good f a i t h ,  i n  t h a t  t h e y  have acces s  t o  

t h e i r  d a t a .  



THE THREE PARTICIPANTS 

The thcee  p a r t i c i p a n t s  are a l1  f i r s t - g e n e r a t i o n  

Canadians, ch i ld ren  of  I t a l i a n  immigrant p a r e n t s .  T h e i r  

e t h n i c  s t a t u s  provides  a c o n s i s t e n t  h i ç t o r i c a l  con tex t  i n  

which t o  compare and c o n t r a s t  t h e i r  elementary and seconda- 

school  experiences.  The second v a r i a b l e ,  maleness,  p rov ides  

both a gender and c u l t u r a l  c o n t e x t  i n  which t o  exp lo re  t h e  

r e l a t i o n s h i p  between Canadian schools ,  I t a l i a n  i a a i g r a n t  

p a r e n t s  and t h e i r  sons. F i n a l l y ,  t h e i r  ages,  23-25, 

i d e n t i f i e s  t h e  era of t h e i r  school ing  exper iences .  

PARTICIPANT #1: SAM 

Born on August 16, 1972, t o  southern I t a l i a n  inmigran t  

p a r e n t s ,  Sam is a middle c h i l d ,  having an o l d e r  b ro the r ,  

aged 32, and a younger sister, 24. Sam d e s c r i b e s  h i s  

neighbourhood, when growing up i n  North York, a s  a 

predominantly middle t o  upper middle class I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  

c o m u n i t y .  In  1977, a t  age fou r ,  he a t tended a neighbourhood 

Ca tho l i c  elementary school .  O v e r  a per iod  of t e n  yea r s ,  from 

j u n i o r  k indergar ten  t o  g rade  e i g h t ,  Sam r e c a l l s  t h a t  the 

s t u d e n t  body w a s  t y p i c a l l y  of  I t a l i a n  background, u n l i k e  t h e  

t e a c h e r s  who w e r e  an e t h n i c a i ï j  d i v e r s e  group. The 

a d r i n i s t r a t i o n  i n  elementary school  d i d  f o r  a brief 

pe r iod  r e f l e c t  t h e  e t h n i c  h e r i t a g e  of  its s t u d e n t  



popula t ion .  

I n  1987, Sam a t t ended  an a l l -boys  C a t h o l i c  h igh schoo l .  

The schoo l  w a s  w i t h i n  walking d i s t a n c e  o f  h i s  home and 

former e lementary  schoo l .  I n  f a c t ,  h i s  former  e lementary  

school  w a s  a " f eede r "  school  t o  t h e  secondary  i n s t i t u t i o n .  

Thus, s i m i l i a r  t o  h i s  elementary schoo l ,  t h e  h igh schoo l  

s t u d e n t  popu la t i on  w a s  t y p i c a l l y  f i r s t - g e n e r a t i o n  Canadian 

o f  I t a l i a n  h e r i t a g e .  Th i s  e t h n i c i t y  w a s  n o t  mi r ro red  t o  t h e  

same degree  i n  t h e  t e ach ing  s t a f f  and w a s  non-ex i s ten t  i n  

t h e  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n .  Sam graduated  f i v e  y e a r s  l a t e r ,  i n  June 

of  1992. A t  t h e  tirne of  t h e  i n t e rv i ew ,  Sam w a s  25 y e a r s  of 

age. References  t o  Sam's t r a n s c r i p t s  a r e  recorded  by t h e  t h e  

day, month and year (i.e., June 23,  1998) o f  b i s  i n t en r i ew .  

PARTICIPANT #2:  JACK 

Born on J u l y  20, 1972,  a l s o  to s o u t h e t n  I t a l i r n  

immigrant p a r e n t s ,  Jack is  t h e  e l d e s t  of t h r e e  s i b l i n g s ,  

having a younger b r o t h e r ,  aged 23, and a sister, 21.  Jack  

grew up i n  t h e  same North York neighbourhood as S M .  I n  

f a c t ,  t h e  two families w e r e  neighbours f o r  a lmost  18 yea r s .  

Like Sam, Jack  c h a r a c t e r i z e s  b i s  o l d  neighbourhood as a 

predominantly middle t o  upper middle class I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  

corinunity. I n  1977, a t  age fou r ,  Jack a t t e n d e d  t h e  sane 

neighbourhood C a t h o l i c  elementary schoo l  as  Sam. John ' s  



perception of the ethnic culture of the student population 

and school administrators is consistent with Sam's. Contrary 

to Sam, Jack remembers most of the teachers being of Italian 

heritage. 

In 1987, Jack attended the same all-boys Catholic high 

school as Sam. Consistent with Sam's recollection, Jack 

remetribers that most of h i s  peers in high school w e r e  first 

generation Canadian offspring of Italian iamigrant parents. 

Some teachers shared their Italian ethnic identity, but the 

school administrators (principals and vice-principals) were 

of non-Italian ethnic backgrounds. 

During his last year in high school, 1991-1992, his 

parents sold their home in North York and moved to Pork 

Region. Jack tells hou bis neighbourhood in North Pork 

underwent change at this tirne, becoming racially, ethnically 

and.economically diverse. Many Italian families that could 

afford to move out of the neighbourhood did so. In turn, 

changes in the community altered the ethnic, racial and 

socio-economic homogenity of the student populations in 

neighbourhood schools. The location of the family home, in 

York Region, was to a large extent determined by the fact 

that a vast majority of residents in the new area, and 

their new neighbourhood in particular, w e r e  of Italian 



h e r i t a g e .  

S i m i l a r  t o  h i s  p r ev ious  neighbourhood, t h i s  c o i r u n i t y  

i s  t y p i c a l l y  pe rce ived  t o  be a u n i c u l t u r a l  I t s l i a n  e t h n i c  

d i s t r i c t .  Jack  p o i n t s  o u t ,  however, t h a t  i n  comparison t o  

b i s  neighbours i n  North York t h o s e  i n  York Region appear  t o  

have exper ienced upward socio-economic m o b i l i t y .  The market 

v a l u e  o f  t h e i r  homes is  g r e a t e r  and t h e  s i z e  of t h e  homes 

l a r g e r ,  and t h e r e f o r e  t h e y  a r e  more c o s t l y  to main ta in .  

During b i s  f i n a l  yea r ,  J ack  conimuted t o  and from h i s  North 

York h igh school .  Bis d e c i s i o n  t o  do s o  w a s  p r i m a r i l y  

because t r a n s p o r t a t i o n  was provided and he wanted t o  

g r adua t e  w i t h  h i s  f r i e n d s ,  which he  d id ,  i n  June ,  1992. A t  

t h e  t i m e  of  h i s  i n t e r v i e w  Jack was 25 y e a r s  o l d .  References  

t o  J a c k ' s  t r a n s c r i p t  are recorded  by t h e  day, month and y e a r  

( L e . ,  June 25th ,  1998) o f  h i s  i n t e rv i ew .  

PARTICIPANT # 3 :  ANGELO 

Born on November 24 ,  1975,  t o  no r the rn  I t a l i a n  

immigrant p a r e n t s ,  Angelo is  t h e  youngest  of four c h i l d r e n ,  

having two o l d e r  sisters, aged 38 and 30, and a n  older 

b r o t h e r ,  37. Growing up i n  t h e  North York d i s t r i c t  from 1975 

t o  1992, Angelo d e s c r i b e s  h i s  neighbourhood as a 

p r e d a i n a n t l y  working class I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  c o i u n i t y  u n t i l  

t h e  1990's,  when i ts  e t h n i c ,  racial  and s o c i o e c o a o r i c  



composition changed. I t a l i a n s  no longer  represented 

t h e  n o m .  As t h e s e  changes occurred,  t h e  more prosperous 

I t a l i a n s  moved o u t  of t h e  neighbourhood t o  more 

"p res t ig ious"  conununities. Thei r  e t h n i c i t y  d i d ,  h m v e r ,  

cont inue t o  be a determining factor i n  t h e i r  choice  of 

res idence  . 

Unlike h i s  s i b l i n g s ,  Angelo w a s  e n r o l l e d  i n  school a t  

age 5 .  Since he was t h e  youngest, h i s  mother wanted him t o  

spend an a d d i t i o n a l  year a t  home with her .  Angelo a t tended a 

neighbourhood Cathol ic  elementary school f o r  nine years ,  

from s e n i o r  kindergar ten to grade e i g h t .  The school was 

wi th in  walking d i s t a n c e  of h i s  home and had been attelrded by 

b i s  s i b l i n g s .  I n  elementary school,  Aagelo r e c a l l s  t h a t  most 

c h i l d r e n  w e r e  born t o  I t a l i a n  imaigrant  pa ren t s .  The school 

admin i s t r a to r s ,  p r i n c i p a l s  and v ice -p r inc ipa l s ,  were no t  of 

I t a l i a n  background, bu t  about h a l f  t h e  teaching  s t a f f  was. 

I n  1989, Angelo at tended the s a m e  al l -boys Cathol ic  

high school  as Sam and Jack, (he w a s  two yea r s  t h e i r  

j u n i o r ) ,  and was expected t o  do s o  by h i s  paren ts .  H i s  

b ro the r  i s  a graduate  of t h e  same school.  Angelo r e c a l l s  

t h a t  t h e  s t u d e n t s  w e r e  t y p i c a l l y  f i r s t  generat ion Canadians 

from I t a l i a n  working c l a s s  f a m i l i e s ,  s i m i l a r  t o  those a t  h i s  

elementary school.  Compared t o  t h e  s tuden t s ,  t h e r e  w a s  soie 



r a c i a l  and e t h n i c  d i v e r s i t y  among t h e  t e a c h i n g  s t a f f .  The 

s c h o o l  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s ,  p r i n c i p a l s  and v i c e - p r i n c i p a l s ,  were 

of  n o n - I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  backgrounds. Unlike Sam and Jack ,  

Angelo n o t i c e d  s u b t l e  changes  i n  t h e  e t h n i c ,  racial 

and socio-economic composi t ion  o f  t h e  s t u d e n t  body d u r i n g  

h i s  last two y e a r s .  These changes were r e f l e c t i v e  o f  and 

c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  t h e  changes occur ing  i n  t h e  c o r r u n i t y ,  and 

i n  b i s  neighbourhood i n  p a r t i c u l a r .  Angelo g r a d u a t e d  i n  

June,  1994. A t  t h e  t i m e  of  t h e  i n t e r v i e w  Angelo w a s  23. 

References  t o  Angelo ' s  t r a n s c r i p t  are recorded  by t h e  day,  

month and y e a r  (i.e., Friday, J u l y  lOth,  1998) of  h i s  

i n t e r v i e w .  

THE VERIFICATION OF DATA 

I n  a n  a t t e m p t  t o  de te rmine  t h e  accuracy of  the 

p a r t i c i p a n t s '  r e c o l l e c t i o n  of  t h e  e t h n i c  compos i t ion  and 

socio-economic s t a t u s  o f  t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  North York 

neighbourhoods,  t h e  P lann ing  and Economic D e v e l o p n t  O f f i c e  

a t  t h e  City of Toronto,  C o r i u n i t y  of  York, was  c o n t a c t e d  by 

t e l ephone .  A r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  of  t h a t  o f f i c e  teported t h a t  

af ter  t h e  r e c e n t  amalgamation o f  t h e  City o f  Toronto,  t h e  

former City o f  York w a s  d i v i d e d  i n t o  t w o  wards,  27  

and 28. Ward 27 is t h a t  p o r t i o n  of t h e  former  C i t y  o f  York 

l y i n g  w e s t  of Caledonia  Road and ward 28 is  t h a t  east o f  



Caledonia Road. The only  s ta t i s t ica l  in format ion  a v a i l a b l e  

is  a language p o l l ,  which is updated p r i o r  t o  each municipal 

e l e c t i o n  per iod .  The language p o l l  d i v i d e s  r e s i d e n t s  i n t o  

two c a t e g o r i e s ,  Engl ish  and non-English speaking peoples .  

The non-English speaking ca tegory  is not f u r t h e r  sub- 

d iv ided .  There a r e  no o t h e r  r eco rds  kep t  f o r  s p e c i f i c  

geograph ica l  districts. Therefore,  it is  imposs ible  t o  

o b j e c t i v e l y  v e r i f y  by way of e m p i r i c a l  s t a t i s t i c a l  

d a t a  t h e  e t h n i c  and socio-economic d e s c r i p t i o n s  of t h e s e  

neighbourhoods as provided by t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s .  

An employee i n  t h e  Publ ic  Re l a t i ons  Department o f  

t h e  Toronto Ca tho l i c  D i s t r i c t  ~ c h o o - l  Board (TDSB),  

p r ev ious ly  known as t h e  Metropol i tan  Separa te  School Board 

(XSSB), was con tac ted ,  by te lephone,  f o r  t h e  purpose o f  

acces s ing  elementary and secondary school  records .  These 

r eco rds  wsuld be used t o  v e r i f y  t h e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  answers t o  

q u e s t i o n s  about  the r a c i a l  and e t h n i c  composition o f  t h e  

s t u d e n t  body, t e a c h e r s  and a d m i n i s t r a t o r s .  A f t e r  speak ing  

w i th  a Board r e p r e s e n t a t i v e ,  it w a s  d iscovered t h a t  

in format ion  was a v a i l a b l e  and a c c e s s i b l e  i n  a docuren t  

e n t i t l e d  Distribution of Students by Country and Language. 

Upon f u r t h e r  i n v e s t i g a t i o n ,  it w a s  discovered  t h a t  

t h i s  p a r t i c u l a r  document was on ly  produced i n  t h e  

m i d - 1 9 9 0 ' ~ ~  s h o r t l y  a f t e r  a l 1  t h r e e  p a r t i c i p a n t s  g radua ted  



from high school ,  and was t h e r e f o r e ,  of no use t o  t h i s  

s tudy  . 

The next step w a s  t o  contact t h e  board ' s  Archives 

Department, a d i v i s i o n  of  i t s  Corporate O f f i c e  S e r v i c e s  

Branch. In a sea rch  f o r  app rop r i a t e  i n fo r i i a t i on ,  a r c h i v i r t  

Katherine MacLean made some te lephone c a l l s  and d i d  some 

i n v e s t i g a t i v e  work. A r e p o r t  w a s  publ ished i n  1988 by the 

Heri tage  Languages Department, but  on ly  inc luded  d a t a  on 

elementary schools .  Unfor tunate ly ,  t h e r e  i s  no in fonna t ion  

a v a i l a b l e  at t h e  e lementary  school  level p r i o r  t o  1988. 

Given t h i s  s i t u a t i o n ,  MacLean recommended t h a t  t h e  

adar in i s t ra t ion  of  t h e  elementary and secondary schools i n  

ques t ion  be con tac t ed  d i r e c t l y  and a r e q u e s t  made t o  examine 

school  r e g i s t e r s .  A l t e r n a t i v e l y ,  she suggested the high  

school ' s  yearbooks might be examined, a s  t h e y  are p u b l i c  

documents. 

t h a t  

The a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  of  both  elementary s choo l s  r epo r t ed  

school  r e g i s t e r s  for t h a t  time pe r iod  were no longe r  i n  

t h e  school ,  and n o t  o therwise  a v a i l a b l e .  The a l l -boys  

Ca tho l i c  h igh  school  was con tac ted ,  by te lephone,  b u t  t h e  

p r i n c i p a l  w a s  unava i l ab l e .  H i s  s e c r e t a r y  infornied m e  that 

t h e  only  documents a v a i l a b l e  t o  m e  would be t h e  school's 

yearbooks, which were on f i l e  i n  t h e  school  l ibrary. Given 



t h i s  informat ion,  coupled w i th  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  t h e  p r i n c i p a l  

failed t o  r e t u r n  my messages, 1 decided n o t  t o  pursue  the 

m a t t e r .  

1 have found t h e  d a t a  v e r i f i c a t i o n  p r o c e s s  t o  be  both  

a source  of  i n s i g h t  and f r u s t r a t i o n .  1 w a s  no t  s u r p r i s e d  t o  

l e a r n  t h a t  The Planning and Economic Development O f f i c e  a t  

t h e  C i ty  of  Toronto d i d  n o t  have updated s t a t i s t i c a l  d a t a  

p e r t a i n i n g  t o  t h e  e t h n i c  and ssc io-econoaic  composit ion o f  

t h e  two neighbourhoods a t  t h a t  t i m e ,  g iven t h e  r e c e n t  

amalgamation o f  t h e  C i t y  o f  Toronto. P e t ,  1 found it of 

i n t e r e s t  t h a t  t h i s  in format ion  w a s  n e i t h e r  on f i l e  nor  

a c c e s s i b l e ,  My source  of  f r u s t r a t i o n  stemamed from t h e  l a c k  

of  response and any sense  o f  p a r t n e r s h i p  from t h e  school  

board and school  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  i n  p a r t i c u l a r .  I n i t i a l l y ,  1 

thought  t h a t  my s t a t u s  a s  a t e a c h e r  coupled w i t h  t h e  f a c t  

t h a t  as an educa tor ,  1 w a s  f a m i l i a r  wi th  and understood t h e  

p o l i t i c s  and p r o t o c o l  of t h e  system, both  a t  t h e  board and 

school  l e v e l ,  would be of a s s i s t a n c e  t o  m e  i n  t r y i n g  t o  

access informat ion.  1 was wrong. Whether t h e  documents 

e x i s t  o r  n o t  is  no t  t h e  i s s u e ,  T h e  l a ck  of  a s s i s t a n c e  is. On 

t h e  one hand, 1 had no cho ice  bu t  t o  accep t  the exp lana t ion  

t h a t  w a s  g iven.  On t h e  o t h e r  hand, however, 1 f i n d  it 

i n t e r e s t i n g  and perhaps odd t h a t  a large, e s t a b l i s h e d  board 

such a s  t h i s  does  no t  p e r c e i v e  t h i s  type  of i n f o r n a t i o n  t o  



be neces sa ry  and /or  impor tan t .  A s  an  educa to r ,  w i th  an  

I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y ,  1 would t h i n k  t h i s  t y p e  of  

in fo rmat ion  is mandatory i n  o r d e r  t o  understand educa t ion  

from a m u l t i - r a c i a l ,  mu l t i - e thn i c  and m u l t i - c u l t u r a l  

p e r s p e c t i v e  (Norquay,l998).  T o  m e ,  t h i s  l a c k  of 

in format ion  bespeaks a l a c k  of conmitment and i n t e r e s t  i n  

unders tand ing  t h e  i d e n t i t i e s  of i n d i v i d u a l s  who core 

t o g e t h e r  i n  s c h o o l s  t o  learn.  

DATA ATALYSIS 

T h i s  s t u d y  add re s se s  two ques t ions :  (1) What w e r e  t h e  

expe r i ences  o f  Sam, Jack and Angelo, as f i r s t  gene ra t i on  

I t a l i a n  Canadian m a l e s ,  between t h e  ages of  23-25, who 

a t t ended  e lementa ry  and secondary schooTs where m o s t  

s t u d e n t s  and t e a c h e r s  w e r e  o f  I t a l i a n  h e r i t a g e ?  &d ( 2 )  I iow 

d id  going t o  schoo l  i n  environments  where most s t u d e n t s  and 

t e a c h e r s  were of  I t a l i a n  h e r i t a g e  h e l p  Sam, Jack  and Angelo, 

c o n s t r u c t  t h e i r  p e r c e p t i o n s  of e t h n i c  i d e n t i t i e s ,  a p r o c e s s  

which shaped and f a c i l i a t e d  t h e i r  own i d e n t i t i e s  as 

I t a l i a n s .  

During the i n t e rv i ews ,  as 1 l i s t e n e d  t o  t h e  responses  

and stories of Sam, Jack and Angelo, 1 was immediately drawn 

to =y own e lementa ry  and secondary yeats and found nyself 

co rpa r ing  my expe r i ences  t o  t h e i r s .  I n i t i a l l y ,  1 thought  



t h a t  the s imi la r i t i e s  i n  o u r  e x p e r i e n c e s  were because w e  

sha r ed  a common e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y  s t a t u s  ( i . e . ,  Canadian born, 

c h i l d  o f  I t a l i a n  immigrant p a r e n t s ) ,  a t t ended  C a t h o l i c  

e l ementa ry  and secondary s c h o o l s  where t h e  s t u d e n t s  where 

t y p i c a l l y  o f  I t a l i a n  h e r i t a g e ,  and l i v e d  i n  predominant ly  

I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  coarmunities. The d i f f e r e n c e s ,  1 though t ,  were 

i n  p a r t  due  t o  Our respective ages and gender ,  male-fomale 

i d e n t i t i e s .  A t  t h e  t i m e  of t h e  i n t e r v i e w s ,  1 w a s  34, 

n i n e  y e a r s  o l d e r  t h a n  Sam and Jack and e leven  y e a r s  o l d e r  

t h a n  Angelo. Because of  o u r  r e s p e c t i v e  age d i f f e r e n c e s ,  1 

s t a r t e d  s c h o o l  i n  1967 and g r adua t ed  from h i g h  s choo l  i n  

June,  1981. 

I n  anayzing t h e  data g e n e r a t e d  from Sam's, J a c k ' s  and 

Angelo 's  i n t e r v i e w s ,  1 have dec ided  t o  begin each  c h a p t e r  

w i t h  a s t o r y  from my schoo l i ng  expe r i ence s ,  n o t  as further 

d a t a  nor  as a source  o f  comparison between Our p a s t s ,  b u t  

rather as a form of  p e r s o n a l - i n t r o s p e c t i o n ,  which Norquay 

(1993) r e f e r s  t o  as "memory work." Norquay (1993:245) writes 

t h a t  "memory work" may s e r v e  a s  a tool  t o  l o c a t e  and 

i n v e s t i g a t e  hunian expe r i ences  i n  t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n  o f  

d i f f e r e n c e s  " i n  which w e  are iniplicated on t h e  o t h e r  side of 

d i f f e r e n c e . "  The premise of mexnory-work is  t h a t  " l i b e r a t i o n  

is dependent  on t h e  l i b e r a t i o n  of t h e  s e l f "  (Haug cited i n  

Norquay,1993:245). My s t o r i e s  axe t h e  beginning o f  my 



understanding of who 1 w a s  as a student and who 1 am as an 

educator. Although not t h e  focus  of t h e  research, they serve 

as s t a r t i n g  po in t s  f o r  my engagment w i t h  the  data f r o m  t h e  

three  interviews and help m e  r e f l e c t  on the  important i s s u e s  

of i d e a t i t y  as they r e l a t e  to school ing.  



CHAPTER FOUR 

ETHNIC IDENTITIES--ASCRIBED OR NEGOTIATED? FIXED OR F L U I D ?  

1 remember w e l l  sitting around t h e  d inner  table when 1 

w a s  a c h i l d .  M y  f a t h e r ,  mother, b r o t h e r  and 1 a l1  had 

des igna ted  p l aces .  1 would sit a c r o s s  from my f a t h e r  and my 

b r o t h e r  would sit across from my mother.. 1 remember one 

evening i n  p a r t i c u l a r .  1 w a s  about  seven o r  a i g h t  y e a r s  o l d  

a t  t h e  t i m e .  He w e r e  i n  t h e  middle of d i n n e r  and 1 was  

having a one-sided Engl i sh  conversa t ion  w i th  my f a t h e r .  My 

f a t h e r ,  displeased by m y  cho ice  of language, reprimanded m e .  

To t h i s  day 1 remember h i s  words c l e a r l y :  " I n  this bouse we 

speak I t a l i a n .  If you want to speak to me, you speak 

I t a l i a n .  " Being so Young, 1 d i d  no t  t h i n k  much of  h i s  

r e a c t i o n .  1 simply çhrugged it o f f  and switched back t o  

speaking I t a l i a n .  Years l a te t ,  i n  r e t r o s p e c t ,  1 r e a l i z e d  

what my f a t h e r  was really saying.  For-my f a t h e r ,  Eng l i sh  was 

more t han  a Language 1 was speaking,  it w a s  a c u l t u r e  1 w a s  

enbracing-a c u l t u r e  he  perceived a s  t h e  enemy. For ny 

f a t h e r ,  t h e  English c u l t u r e  w a s  t h e  enemy because it 

encroached on h i s  t e r r i t o r y ,  h i s  family ,  and cha l l eaged  h i s  

a u t h o r i t y  over  h i s  c h i l d r e n .  My f a t h e r ' s  g r e a t e s t  ferr w a s  

t h a t  my b r o t h e r  and 1 would choose t o  be "Canadian," and i n  

doing so ,  choose n o t  t o  be " I t a l i a n . "  



In her analysis, Norquay (1998) concluded that, for her 

students, being 'Canadian' did not include the immigrant 

s t a t u s  or experiences of their families. This, in turn, 

challenges the officia1 legal definitions of Canada and the 

Canadian identity, definitions whicb proclaim that "the 

sto& of the development of this country is a story of 

immigration" (Fanning & Goh, cited in Norquay,1998:187). 

Contrary to Norquayts (1998) findings, are the experiences 

and ethnic identities of Sam, Jack and Angelo. Sam, Jack and 

Angelo appear to construct, negotiate and situate their 

identities--whether Italian or Anglo-Canadian or 

Italian-Canagian--in relation to the immigration histories 

of their parents and their own status as Canadian-barn 

males. It is through their discussion of identities that the 

i s s u e  of entitlement versus privilege is explored. 

This chapter is divided into two sections, The first 

: section of this chapter examines the issue of identity 

,entitlement versus privilege in understanding how Sam, Jack 

and Angelo perceive, construct, shape and maintain their 

Italian or Anglo-Canadian or Italian-Canadian identity, The 

second section explores the complexities and contradictions 

in ethnic perceptions and identities in general and in the 

case of Sam's, Jack's and Angelots, ethnicity in particular. 

The question addressed in the first section is: What does it 



mean to you to be Italian and have  an Italian ethnic 

i d e n t i t y ?  The ques t ion  posed i n  the second s e c t i o n  is: What 

does i t  mean t o  cross an e t h n i c  barrier? 

"1 w a s  one of t hose  k i d s  who w a s  f i e r c e l y  proud t o  be 
I t a l i a n .  ..- Like w e ' r e  I t a l i a n ;  t h e r e f o r e ,  there was an 
a u r a  of  i n v i n c i b i l i t y  about  o u r  c u l t u r e .  ... What is 
Cansdian? 

".-.Maybe X became a s o c c e r  p l a y e r  because my schoo l  w a s  
I t a l i a n  and t h a t ' s  t h e  g e n e r a l  s p o r t  t h a t  w e  p l a y  ... But 1 
l i k e  hockey t o o  and t h a t ' s  a Canadian s p o r t  ... No, 1 would 
Say 1 am my own person,  b u t  1 know t o o  many people  who walk 
around f i e r c e l y  proud t o  be of Italian background be fo re  
t h e y  are proud t o  be of  Canadian background. 

"...My family  l i v e d  i n  a predominately I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  
c o r r u n i t y ,  t h e  K e e l e  and Lawrence area-..My elementary  
school w a s  i n  my neighbourhood ... My f r i e n d s  i n  e l n e n t a r y  
s choo l  w e r e  I t a l i a n .  They l i v e d  i n  the neighbourhood. And i n  
h igh  school  it w a s  p r e t t y  much t h e  same t h i n g .  The k i d s  t h a t  
went t o  my elementary school  went t o  my h igh  s c h o o l = . . I n  
h igh  school ,  most of my friends w e r e  Ca labrese  and there 
wsre some from o t h e r  r e g i o n s  i n  I t a l y .  1 d i d  have t w o  non- 
I t a l i a n  f r i e n d s  though, and 1 am s t i l l  c l o s e  to them t o d r y . "  

As 1 l i s t e n e d  t o  Sam, 1 thought ,  why w a s  he s o  

" f i e r c e l y  proud t o  be I t a l i a n ? "  Perhaps, f o r  Sam, this was a 

n a t u r a l  cho ice  of  words. But, 1 wondered, does  language l i k e  

" f i e r c e l y  proud" and "aura of  i n v i n c i b i l i t y "  denote  a 

aeadered unders tanding of  e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y ?  I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  

Sam equates s p o r t s  ( L e . ,  socce r  and hockey) w i th  his 



i d e n t i t y ,  both of which are male-dominated. Perhaps Sam's 

choice  of words w e r e  h i s  way of expla in ing  t o  m e  how he  

came t o  perce ive  himself as I t a l i a n  and how the contex t  of 

h i s  experiences--as a male c h i l d ,  adolescent  and adult--  

shape h i s  percept ions  of super ior  and i n f e r i o r  e t h n i c  

r e l a t ' i o n s  (James, 1995) ? 

Throughout t h e  interview,  t h e r e  was a sense t h a t  Sam's 

percep t ion  of e t h n i c  i d e n t i t i e s ,  and his I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  

i d e n t i t y  i n  p a r t i c u l a r ,  evolved ftom va r ious  context :  h i s  

hoaielife, neighbourhood, church community, elementary and 

seconda- school experiences and f r i e n d s  and/or peers. 

Although each of t h e s e  agents  a r e  c o n t r i b u t i n g  f a c t o r s  i n  

t h e  p t o c e s s  of e t h n i c - i d e n t i f i c a t i o n ,  it was evident  from 

h i s  coniments t h a t  Sam "negot ia tes"  h i s  i d e n t i t y ,  depending 

upon t h e  s i t u a t i o n ,  circumstance and/or audience 

(Paasche,l994).  Sam is " I t a l i a n "  when being I t a l i a n  is  t h e  

n o m  o r  is expected of h i m  o r  is i n  h i s  best i n t e r e s t .  H e  is 

a c r i t i c - - o r  perhaps even a hypocri te  i n  tenus of h i s  

I t a l i a n  legacy--when being I t a l i a n  is  suddenly 

inconvenient  o r  t h e  sub jec t  of r i d i c u l e  o r  s te reo typing .  

Ul t imately ,  Sam perce ives  himself and r e l a t e s  to o t h e r s  on 

t h e  b a s i s  of h i s  percept ion of empowernent, whether accura te  

o r  false ,  rooted i n  h i s  acceptance and understanding of t h e  

p o w e r  s t r u c t u r e  of e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y  s t a t u s  ( I acove t t a , l992) .  



Sam d e f i n e s  himself  i n  t h e  con tex t  of h i s  I t a l i a n  o r  

Anglo-Canadian i d e n t i t i e s ,  bu t  does no t  perceive himself  t o  

be Xtalian-Canadian (both  at t h e  same t i m e ) .  I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  

Sam pe rce ives  h i s  i d e n t i t i e s  t o  be both  a s c r i b e d  and 

nego t i a t ed ,  f i x e d  and f l u i d .  Sam d e c l a r e s  t h a t  h i s  

i d e n t i t i e s  are ascribed because he i s  e n t i t l e d  to t h s i ,  H i s  

b i r t h  s t a t u s  r ende r s  him Anglo-Canadian and t h e  e t h n i c  

h e r i t a g e  of h i s  p a r e n t s ,  I t a l i a n ,  Sam admits t h a t  he 

n e g o t i a t e s  h i s  p o s i t i o n  i n  each i d e n t i t y .  Over t h e  years, 

Sam has l e a rned  which p r i v i l e g e s  in each are a s c e r t a i n a b l e  

and which are no t  w i th in  reach, When Sam is unable  

t o  a t t a i n  some favourable  th ing  or  is uncornfortable, he 

r e -nego t i a t e s  h i s  p o s i t i o n  and assumes h i s  o t h e r  i d e n t i t y ,  

perhaps  as an  escape mechanism. Sain explains, however, t h a t  

even though he assumes h i s  i d e a t i t i e s  i n t e r m i t t e n t l y ,  o t h e r s  

p e r c e i v e  his i d e n t i t y  t o  be f i xed ,  and t h a t  the pe rcep t ions  

of  o t h e r s  a t  t i m e s  cause  him t o  feel t rapped.  

JACK : 

"My i d e n t i t y  is entrenched by v i r t u e  of my be ing  a Canrdian 
w i th  a deep-seated sense  of my c u l t u r a l  background, I t a l i a n .  

..." Who 1 am today is  i n  some way, shape, o r  forni, based on 
m y  I t a l i a n  h e r i t a g e .  

..." 1 love  the food, 1 love  t h e  c u l t u r e .  1 love the 
language. 1 love  t h e  country .  I n  f a c t ,  I ' m  even an I t a l i a n  
c i t i z e n .  1 don ' t  want m y  h e r i t a g e  to ever go. 1 t h i n k  1 want 



t o  be,  maybe, even m o r e  I t a l i a n  t h a n  what 1 am, t h a n  any 
o t h e r  culture. 

"...I'm very proud o f  m y  Canadian c u l t u r e .  I ' m  v e r y  proud t o  
be Canadian. I n  f a c t ,  1 wou ldn r t  l i v e  i n  any o t h e r  c o u n t r y  
o t h e r  t h a n  Canada. But, I r d  s t i l l  want to r e t a i n  a y  I t a l i a n  
c u l t u r e .  " 

Jack's t e s t imony  s u g g e s t s  t h a t  h i s  I t a l i a n  i d e n t i t y  i s  

f i x e d .  H e  b e l i e v e s  however, t h a t  it is p o s s i b l e  f o r  a n  

i n d i v i d u a l  l i k e  h imse l f  to possess a d u a l  e t h n i c  idmntiity 

s t a t u s ,  b o t h  I t a l i a n  and Anglo-Canadian, w i thou t  corpromise 

o r  c o n f l i c t .  A f t e r  l i s t e n i n g  t o  Jack ,  1 r e a l i z e d  t h e  

a l l e g i a n c e  he  exp re s sed  towards his I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  roots was 

both  genu ine  and honourable .  The t r u t h  of  the m a t t e r  is  t h a t  

J a c k ' s  conunitment t o  his I t a l i a n - n e s s  i s  i n  r e a l i t y  h i s  

t r i b u t e  t o  his I t a l i a n  immigrant p a r e n t s .  Like  m o s t  I t a l i a n  

i n œ i g r a n t s ,  J a c k ' s  p a r e n t s  env i s ioned  Canada t o  be a land of 

o p p o r t u n i t y  ( I a c o v e t t a , l 9 9 2 ) .  But, as newcoaiers, J a c k ' s  

p a r e n t s  were viewed by m o s t  Anglo-Canadians as u n d e s i r a b l e  

f o r e i g n e r s  ( I a c o v e t t a , l 9 9 2 ) .  Desp i t e  the many social ,  

c u l t u r a l ,  racial and economic o b s t a c l e s  and p r e s s u r e s  t h a t  

faced them, Jack's p a r e n t s ,  l i k e  so many o t h e r s ,  s t r u g g l e d  

and made s a c r i f i c e s  (L i , 1998 ) .  They had no o t h e r  c h o i c e  b u t  

t o  endure  t h e  rea l i t i es  o f  t h e i r  Italian i nmig ran t  e t h n i c  

s t a t u s  (Barney,1989). Return ing  to t h e i r  homeland, I t a l y ,  

w a s  n o t  a possibility. There w a s  no th ing  t o  r e t u r n  to. 

Besides ,  t h e i r  growing f ami ly  o b l i g a t i o n s  were greater i n  



Canada. Emigrating to Canada meant that Jack's parents, like 

so many other Italian immigrants, were now responsible for 

their children as well as their parents. 

Jack explained, that like so many Italian immigrants, 

his parents envisioned for their three children 

opportunities for a life they never experienced. They saw 

themselves in their children and shared with them the dreaias 

they once had for themselves. Their children became their 

life. The irony of the situation is that while Jack's 

parents wanted al1 three of their children to be accepted by 

the Anglo-Canadian culture, to be seen as Anglo-Canadians, 

and to reap the privileges and benefits of the 

Anglo-Canadian ethnic identity, this was also their fear. 

They were afraid that by being Anglo-Canadian their children 

would be less Italian. Their ultimate fear was to one day be 

ridiculed and scorned by their children. 

Sam and Jack both identify themçelves as Italian or 

Anglo-Canadian but unlike Sam, Jack also sees himself as 

Italian-Canadian. Their choices of identity is in response 

to their persona1 and social coafort levels in the course of 

everyday living. Interestingly, however, 1 found that 

neither Sam nor Jack s a w  this connection, What 1 observed 

was that, at times, when they spoke of themselves as either 



I t a l i a n  or Anglo-Canadian or I t a l i an-Canad ian ,  wi th  each 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  t hey  devalued t h e i r  o t h e r  e t h n i c  i d e n t i t i e s .  

Perhaps t h i s  is a n a t u r a l  p r o c e s s  i n  coming t o  terms wi th  

and accep t i ng  d i f f e r e n c e s  w i t h i n  a se t  of e t h n i c  i d e n t i t i e s ,  

a p roces s  which i s  at t i m e s  d i f f i c u l t ,  uncornfortable, and 

perhaps  embarrassing.  Embarrassing i n  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  as much 

as Sam and Jack may want t o  be I t a l i a n ,  t h e r e  are t r a i t s ,  

t r a d i t i o n s ,  behaviours  and a t t i t u d e s ,  w i t h i n  and o u t s i d e  

t h e i r  I t a l i a n  c u l t u r e ,  t h a t  shape t h e  c o n t e x t  w i t h i n  

which t hey  n e g o t i a t e  t h e i r  i d e n t i t y  (Passche,1994),  

"Pou want t o  d i s t i n g u i s h  y o u r s e l f  because you see being 
I t a l i an - -be ing  I t a l i a n  means having a c e r t a i n  set of  v a l u e s  
about  fami ly ,  about  t h e  church,  t h e  Roman C a t h o l i c  Church, 
about  how t o  l i v e  your life. 

"...It's about  d i s t i n g u i s h i n g  y o u r s e l f  from o t h e r  
p e o p l e . . , I t ' s  about  t r y i n g  t o  keep something a l i v s .  

"..-Mrybe Irve been b i t t e r  towards o t h e r  peop le ,  b u t  1 
r e a l l y  b e l i e v e  that i t ' s  almost my duty t o  keep what my 
parents s t a r t e d  going."  

From h i s  d i s c u s s i o n ,  it appears  t h a t  Axigelo equa t e s  

be ing  I t a l i a n  w i th  a s p e c i f i c  set o f  c u l t u r a l  n o m s  and a 

v a l u e  system (i .e. ,  p a t r i a r c h a l  fami ly  s t r u c t u r e ,  gender  

d e f i n e d  r o l e s  and r e l i g i o n )  t h a t  d e r i v e  from t h e  customs and 

t r a d i t i o n s  of  h i s  p a r e n t s .  The c u l t u r a l  n o m s  and va lue  

system t h a t  Ange10 is accus toned  to and accep t i ng  of w a s  and 



is a m a t t e r  of c u l t u r a l  p r e s e r v a t i o n  and persona1  s u r v i v a l  

f o r  h i s  p a r e n t s ,  A s  I t a l i a n  immigrants,  Angelo's p a r e n t s  

w e r e  desp i sed  by m e m b e r s  of  t h e  Canadian cul ture--White 

Anglo-saxon Protes tants- -and frowned upon by a s m a l l  bu t  

e s t a b l i s h e d  group of I t a l i a n s  (Harney,1989), The P r o t e s t a n t s  

pe rce ived  t h e  I t a l i a n  immigrants t o  be of an i n f e r i o r  " race"  

(Per inJ989) .  And t h e i r  own people ,  t h e  e s t a b l i s h e d  

I t a l i a n s ,  pe rce ived  t h e  immigrants,  t h e i r  f e l l o w  count ry ien ,  

t o  be cafoni ( p e a s a n t s ) ,  t h e  wors t  of t h e i r  race (Harney, 

1989). The term race is used in ta rchangeab ly  w i t h  c u l t u r e  

because t h e  southern  I t a l i a n  immigrants w e r e  g e n e r a l l y  

da rke r  skinned than  their nor the rn  CO-nat ionals  and i n  mrny 

cases, w e r e  no t  cons idered  t o  be whi te  ( I a c o v e t t a , l 9 9 2 ) .  

Enemies of t h e i r  e t h n i c  and racial  i d e n t i t y  w e r e  both wi th in  

and o u t s i d e  of  t h e i r  c u l t u r e ,  t h e  e s t a b l i s h e d  I t a l i a n s  and 

t h e  whi te  Anglo-saxon P r o t e s t a n t s  r e s p e c t i v e l y  (Harney & 

Troper,l975;Perin,l989). 

T h e i r  response,  whether  o u t  of  d e s p e r a t i o n  o r  

prefezence ,  showed i t s e l f  i n  a need t o  u n i t e .  T h e i r  unity 

w a s  a symbol of  e t h n i c  s o l i d a r i t y ,  t h e  r e s u l t  of which was 

t h e  es tab l i shment  o f  I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  comaaunities--ethnie 

enc l aves  (Per in ,1989) .  Today, I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  c o a g u n i t i e s  

e x i s t  because t h e i r  m e m b e r s  choose to ' l i v e '  among t h e i r  own 

people  and seg rega t e  themselves  from o t h e r  e t h n i c  and racial  



groups (Harney,1989). The I t a l i a n s  unders tand  a l 1  t o o  w e l l  

t h e i r  p l a c e  i n  Anglo-Canadian s o c i e t y ' s  class s t r u c t u r e  

( I a c o v e t t a , l 9 9 2 ) .  

My parents--whether  o u t  of  p r i d e ,  c i rcumstance  and /or  

need-made a conscious  d e c i s i o n  t o  retain t h e i r  I t a l i s n  

e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y .  Equally impor tant  t o  them w s s  t h a t  my 

b r o t h e r  and myself would corne t o  unders tand ,  a p p r e c i a t e  and 

i d e n t i f y  w i th  t h e i r  c u l t u r a l  h e r i t a g e .  My p a r e n t s '  

I t a l i a n i t a - I t a l i a n n e s s  provides them w i t h  a s ense  o f  

i d e n t i t y  and symbolizes t h e i r  expe r i ences ,  both t h e  

ha rdsh ips  and t h e  successes ,  i n  a  c o u n t r y  t h a t  w a s  at b e s t  

unwelcoming, and indeed o f t e n  cons ide red  tham t o  

be u n d e s i r a b l e  ( I a c o v e t t a , l 9 9 2 ) .  X t  w a s  n a t u r a l  f o r  my 

parents--and i n  t h e i r  epes, e s s e n t i a l  to t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ' s  

su rv iva l - to  i n s t i l l  i n  u s  what t h e y  cons idered  t o  be 

I t a l i a n  noms and t r a d i t i o n s .  My p a r e n t s '  value system w a s  

t h e i x  connect ion t o  t h e i r  homeland, I t a l y ,  and it spoke of 

t h e i r  way of  l i f e .  Their e x p e c t a t i o n  was  t h a t  my b r a t h e r  and 

1 would a c c e p t  and uphold t h e i r  e t h n i c  l egacy  wi thou t  

ques t i on  o r  d e v i a t i o n ,  I n  my family ,  e t h n i c  r e t e n t i o n  meant 

r e s p e c t  f o r ,  and pride i n ,  t h e  peop le  who had the courage t o  

r e t a i n  t h e i r  e t h n i c i t y ,  an  i d e n t i t y  which spoke o f  

d i f f e r e n c e .  



In conversation, it became clear that Angelo uses his 

Italian-ness to make statements about himself through whicb 

he appears to experience a sense of persona1 and public 

vindication. He seems to Say, "Look at me world. 1 am the 

son of Italian immigrants and look at what 1 have achieved. 

1 am in law school. 1 will graduate and practice liw." 

Angelo identifies himself as Italian and does so in a manner 

which suggests that although his parents experienced shame 

and dishonor because of their ethnic identity status, he 

believes himself to be stronger and better as a person 

because of his Italian heritage (Li,1990). Thus, it 

appeared to me that Angelo's success within the dominant 

culture, as a lawyer, provides him with the power to assert 

and claim an Italian identity for himself and his parents. 

Angelo acknowledges the fact that his Italian ethnic 

identity is characterized by both positive and negativs 

traits, He chooses, however, to accept and tolerate rather 

than to challenge or reject what he knows he cannot change 

or will not change. His form of self-rationalization or 

public declaration is that it is part and parce1 of his 

chosen identity. Perhaps his acceptance is, in fact, the 

result of his ethnic-socialization experience, of which his 

parents were and are primary agents. If Angelo chooses to 

"accept" the experience, it is to soma extent because ha has 



been culturally conditioned to "accept" it. The phenornenon 

of "acceptance" is known to the Italian immigrant and 

is symbolic of the group's unequal power relationship with 

Canada's white, Anglo-saxon, Protestant ethnic identity 

(Iacovetta,1992). In order for Angelo to feel in control, to 

feel empowered, he chooseç to see what he wants to see 

because it is in his best interest to do so, both as a 

member of and independent from his ethnic group (Paasche, 

1994). For example, if there are traits within the culture 

that Ange10 disapproves of he is able to step back and 

rationalize that the characteristics are of the culture and 

not his personally. This process of rationalization allows 

Angelo the freedom to choose his identity, depending on his 

situation and/or need (Paasche,1994). Prevalent in Angelo's 

discussion is the issue of ethnocentrism. The reality that 

Angelo appears to avoid, whether intentionally or 

unintentionally, is that in choosing to identify 

himself as an Italian, he is subject to and indeed the 

victim of the same exclusionary criteria by which he 

measures and values other ethnic groups. His need for athnic 

acceptance both marginalizes and magnifies b i s  ovm 

perceptions of ethnic reality. 

Angelo, like Jack and Sam, chooses to identify himself 

as Italian. The degree of their Italian-ness is influenced 



by age, gender, profession, incorne, farnily dynamics, life 

experiences, and so forth (Paasche,l994). How each of them 

perceive theiselves within their Italian ethnic culture and 

Anglo-Canadian culture is from the perspective of an 

outsider looking inward and that of an insider looking out 

(Paasche,l994). These three males do not see theaselvas as 

Italians in the same light as they see tàeir fathsrs, the 

irigrants. And yet, their fathers may perceive their sons 

identities to be the sanie as their own, in spite of their 

different life experiences and struggles. Uhat this speaks 

of is that identities are not fixed, but negotiated 

according to individual needs and situations. Uhen SM, Jack 

and Angelo Say that they are Italian, what their words 

really speak of is the cultural legacy of their irrigrant 

parents, a connection to their past, to their ancestry, and 

an identity that is not fixed but fluid and unifird 

(Paasche,l994). 

In conclusion, for Sam, Jack and Angelo, the process of 

constructing individual ethnic identities, whether it be 

Italian, Anglo-Canadian or Italian-Canadian, is an on-going, 

lifelong experience which is subject to change and 

negotiations and characterized by bouts of ambivalence, 

reservation, guilt, betrayal and solidarity. As much as 

thsse three males may have wanted to fit in and be accepted 



by t h e  w h i t e  Anglo-Saxon P r o t e s t a n t  c u l t u r e ,  whether  

consc iouç ly  or  n o t ,  it would have been much more d i f f i c u l t  

f o r  them t o  walk away from t h e i r  I t a l i a n  h e r i t a g e .  F o r  them, 

I t a l i a n  c u l t u r e  r e p r e s e n t s  the i d e n t i t y  o f  t h e i r  immigrant 

p a r e n t s  and t o  choose  n o t  t o  be I t a l i a n  would be t o  reject 

t h e i r  p a r e n t s ,  their a n c e s t o r s  and u l t i m a t e l y  themselves .  

C W S I M G  THE ETHWIC BARRIER 

A s  e a r l y  as g r a d e  one 1 recall having a b e s t  f r f e n d ,  

Cathy. Cathy and 1 were t h e  same age. U e  w e r e  i n  t h e  s r r e  

class f o r  g r a d e s  one, two and t h r e e .  I n  g rade  f o u r ,  s h e  

moved o u t  of t h e  neighbourhood. Cathy was born i n  t h e  

Caribbean,  i n  Jamaica. 1 d o n ' t  recall  how Cathy and 1 b e c r i e  

f r i e n d s ,  w e  j u s t  w e r e .  I t  w a s  my f r i e n d s h i p  w i t h  Cathy t h a t  

se rved  as the b a s i s  o f  my f i r s t  c r o s s - r a c i a l  end cross- 

cultural e x p e r i e n c e .  Cathy and 1 w e r e  i n  grade three. I t  was 

h e r  b i r t h d a y ,  and fo r  t h e  f i r s t  t i m e  she  w a s  going to have a 

p a r t y .  Cathy i n v i t e d  a l 1  t h e  s t u d e n t s  i n  t h e  class, b o t h  

boys and g i r l s .  1 r e m e m b e r  s t a n d i n g  i n  l i n e  one day,  

a f t e r  t h e  b e l 1  had rung,  w a i t i n g  f o r  t h e  teacher t o  let u s  

i n .  One of t h e  g i r l s  i n  my class asked me i f  1 w a s  go ing  to 

C a t h y f s  p a r t y .  I answered and asked t h e  same ques t i on .  That 

sare evening,  1 remember a sk ing  my b r o t h e r ,  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  

t i re ,  what t h e  rneaning of t h e  words 'Black'  and 'Negro' 



meant i n  terms of Cathy. I was t h e  on ly  c lassmate  t o  a t t e n d  

t h e  b i r t h d a y  p a r t y .  Cathy and 1 never  spoke of t h e  f a c t  t h a t  

none of o u r  c lassmates  a t tended h e r  party. However, 1 now 

wonder whether my c lassmates f  r e f u s a 1  to a t t e n d  had t o  do 

wi th  t h e i r  pe rcep t ions  of e t h n i c  and r a c i a l  b a r r i e r s  t h a t  

w e r e  in tended  t o  keep Cathy a p a r t  from t h e  group. 

Sam, Jack  and Angelo, a l 1  l i v e d  i n  I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  

c o m u n i t i e s .  I n  elementary school ,  t h e i r  classmates, f o r  t h e  

most p a r t ,  shared t h e i r  I t a l i a n  h e r i t a g e .  For  Sam and Jack,  

t h i s  was a l s o  t h e  c a s e  i n  high school .  Angelo on t h e  o t h e r  

hand, had t h e  same exper ience  f o r  t h e  first t h r e e  y e a r s  of  

high school .  I n  h i s  l as t  two yea r s ,  h i s  h igh school  

e r p r i e n c e d  some changes i n  i t s  r a c i a l  and e t h n i c  

composit ion.  Outside of  school ,  Sam's, Jack's and Ange lofs  

friends w e r e  u sua l ly  classmates. ~ l l  t h r e e  m a l e s  are 

C a t h o l i c  and t h e  church served a s  t h e i r  second source  o f  

c u l t u r a l  s o c i a l i z a t i o n  o r  i n d o c t r i n a t i o n ,  t h e i r  home being 

t h e  f i r s t -  Given this contex t ,  and t h e  c o n s t r u c t i o n ,  shaping 

and p o s i t i o n i n g  of t h e i r  i d e n t i t i e s ,  1 sought  t o  exp lo re  hou 

Sam, Jack and Angelo perce ive  themselves as e t h n i c  e n t i t i e s  

i n  r e l a t i o n  t o  how they  perce ive  o t h e r s .  During their 

interviews, Sam, Jack and Angelo, a l1  spoke of c r o s s i n g  the 

ethnic barrier, so 1 asked: What do you mean when you 

crossed t h e  ethnic barrier. there w a s  a problem? 



SAM : 

"There is a subtle wall that exists between cultures, [sol 
that in order to cross it you either have to have an 
outgoing personality or you have to know how to fit in. You 
don't just get accepted right away. 

"...Yeu just didn't feel as comfortable. And some days, you 
just didn't feel like having to break that barrier doun to 
make an association with them. You were just too lazy that 
day or just didn't feel like making the effort. 

"...They [referring to non-ïtalian peers] probably tried 
once or twice and again if they were successful at being 
proactive socially, then they'd be able to break into the 
group. If they weren't, they'd be rejected by it. 

"...I did make two non-Italian friends that 1 have reaained 
close with. But for the most part, anybody new added to the 
group w a s  Italian." 

Sam's testimony, coupled witb remarks made throughout 

his interview, suggest that he too practices, whether 

conciously or unconsiously, racial and ethnic 

discrimination. The irony in this patticular situation is 

that Sam's parents, along with many other Italian 

iriigrants, were for a long time (and perhaps still are) 

victims of racial, cultural and intellectual prejudices, 

stereotypes and intolerances generated by Canada's white 

Anglo-saxon Protestants and a small group of established 

ItaPian-Canadian citizens (Iacovetta,l992). The motives 

behind such prejudices and stereotypes-aside from blatant 

bigotry, tacism and fear--were to ensure that the Italian 

imigrants understood and accepted their rightful and 



i n f e r i o x  p l a c e  i n  Canada's s o c i a l  c l a s s  system 

( I a c o v e t t a , l 9 9 2 ) .  

Why is Sam e thnocen t r i c?  W h y  does he p r a c t i c e  r a c i a l  

and c u l t u r a l  d i s c r imina t ion?  1s it because  he has always 

l i v e d  i n  I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  comiaiunities?; o r  i s  it because t h e  

s t u d e n t  popula t ion  i n  h i s  e lementary  s choo l  was t y p i c a l l y  

f i r s t  gene ra t ion  Canadian c h i l d r e n  of I t a l i a n  i i g r a n t s ? ;  

o r  is  it because he  a t t ended  an a l l - b o y s  Ca tho l i c  high 

school ,  where aga in  h i s  c lassmates  w e r e  n i r r o r  e t h n i c  i m a g e s  

of h imself ;  o r  is  it because Sam, l i k e  s o  many c h i l d r e n  of  

I t a l i a n  immigrants, witnessed and l i v e d  through t h e  

hardsh ips ,  f e a r s  and a n x i e t i e s  of  h i s  p a r e n t s ,  t h a t  l i f e  

t a u g h t  him bath t h e  r o l e s  of t h e  oppressed  and t h e  oppressor  

(Li ,1990).  Sam is an  advocate for I t a l i a n s  when he  b e l i e v e s  

ha, because of  h i s  I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y  is the v i c t i m  of 

e t h n i c  oppress ion;  and he i s  t h e  o p p r e s s o r  when he  p e r c e i v e s  

h i s  e t h n i c i t y  t o  be s u p e r i o r  t o  t h e  i d e n t i t y  of o t h e r s  

(Li ,1990).  I n  essence ,  Sam's p e r c e p t i o n s ,  a t t i t u d e s  and 

behaviours are evidence of an  " e t h n i c  p re fe rence  l adde r "  

( I acove t t a , l 992 ) .  

Sam has  i n t e r n a l i z e d  r a c i a l  and e t h n i c  b i a s e s  and 

s t e r e o t y p e s  and behaves i n  a manner which is cognizant  o f  

t h e  s o c i a l  reali t ies of competing i d e n t i t i e s  ( I a c o v e t t a ,  



1992) .  Sam u n d e r s t a n d s  and a c c e p t s  t h e  n o t i o n  t h a t  s o c i e t y  

o p e r a t e s  a l o n g  a continuum of p r e f e r r e d  and non-pre fe r red  

i d e n t i t i e s  and t h a t  o n e ' s  l i f e  e x p e r i e n c e s  a r e  t o  a large 

e x t e n t  de termined by o n e ' s  p l a c e  w i t h i n  t h i s  c o n s t r u c t  

( I a c o v e t t a , l 9 9 2 ) .  H i s  remarks t h e r e f o r e  s u p p o r t  I a c o v e t t a ' s  

(1992) t h e o r y ,  t h a t  as new immigrants i n f i l t r a t e  s o c i e t y ,  

t h e y  assume t h e  i n f e r i o r  p o s i t i o n  o f  p r e v i o u s  i n f i l t r a t o r s .  

And d e s p i t e  t h e  t u r n o v e r ,  t h e r e  c o n t i n u e s  t o  e x i s t  a n  

" e t h n i c  p r e f e r e n c e  l a d d e r , "  which d i c t a t e s  p a t t e r n s  of 

behav iour ,  p e r c e p t i o n s ,  and the p r o c e s s  by which i i g r a n t  

g roups  are a c c e p t e d  i n t o  Anglo-Canadian society (Xacove t t a ,  

1 9 9 2 ) -  

The q u e s t i o n  remains ,  why does Sam appear t o  p r e f e r  h i s  

X t a l i a n  e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y  above a l1  o t h e r s ?  When dors such 

e t h n o c e n t r i s m  become self and c u l t u r a l l y  d e s t r u c t i v e ?  A t  

tintes, Sam may c o n s i d e r  h imse l f  t o  be e t h n o c e n t r i c  and a t  

o t h e r  t i m e s  he may p e r c e i v e  himself  as a p e r s o n  h a v i n g  

s e v e r a l  i d e n t i t i e s .  Perhaps ,  t h e  answer l i e s  n o t  o n l y  i n  how 

Sam p e r c e i v e s  h imse l f  as a person of  e t h n i c i t y  b u t  also i n  

hou he  is  p e r c e i v e d  by o t h e r s .  A f i n a l  q u e s t i o n ,  1s S u i  t h e  

nom? 

" Y e s ,  1 had one [ r e f e r r i n g  t o  his f i r s t  and o n l y  n o n - I t a l i a n  



f r i e n d  i n  elementary school ] .  H i s  name was 'H'. H e  w a s  
A s e n i a n .  I t  w a s  t h e  second day of school.  His dad brought 
him. H e  d i d n ' t  know English.  1 s a t  beside h i m  and s o  he  was 
my f r i e n d .  W e  d i d  t h i n g s  toge ther .  W e  hung o u t  t o g e t h e s  at 
school,  not o u t s i d e  of school bu t  at school.  We w e r e  
f r i ends .  Most of m y  o t h e r  f r i e n d s  
w e r e  I t a l i a n .  

"[Referr ing t o  high school]  ... 1 stayed with I t a l i a n s  because 
1 was more conrfortable, 1 guess, with  them, because t h r t ' s  
w h o  1 knew, t h a t ' s  who 1 was and t h a t ' s  who 1 w a s  going t o  
aarociate with because of t h e  comfort l e v e l .  And thrt's not  
t o  sry t h a t  1 probably wouldn't have done a s  good a job 
a s s o c i a t i n g  wi th  o t h e r s  bu t  1 wasn't  c o i f o r t a b l e .  1 d i d n ' t  
knoir c h  about them and s o  t h a t ' s  probably why 1 s tayed  
awry . 
"1 remaber one t i m e  [ i n  high school]  w e  [ r e f e r r i n g  t o  
himself and bis f r i e n d s ,  a l 1  of  whom w e r e  I t a l i a n ]  uere 
walking through t h e  f r o n t  c o r r i d o r  of t h e  school and t h e r e  
was a group of guys [Africian-Canadians] p lay ing  a g i i  
c a l l e d  Salad [ t h e  game involves  kicking t h e  b a l l  i n  between 
aaother person 's .  l e g s ] .  As 1 w a s  walking t h e . b a l 1  came t o  re 
and 1 kicked it back gent ly .  Then one of t h e i r  guys turned 
t o  ne and s a i d  i f  your going to kick the b a l l  thmn you'd 
butter play. T took except ion t o  that and so w e  got i n t o  a 
f i g h t .  Then my f r i e n d s  and h i s  f r i e n d s  go t  involved and then 
it became a b i g  f i g h t ,  a brawl. Then it became c u l t u r a l ,  it 
becare r a c i a l . "  

As 1 l i s t e n e d  t o  Jack, s e v e r a i  ques t ions  came t o  mind. 

Uhat would it have meant f o r  Jack t o  pursue f r i e n d s h i p s  

ou t s ide  of t h e  I t a l i a n  coniaiunity? nhy was Jack more 

"co r fo r t ab le"  a s s o c i a t i n g  and i n t e r a c t i n g  wi th  i n d i v i d u a l s  

he perceived to be bis e t h n i c  and r a c i a l  equals? H o u  and why 

does Jack n e g o t i a t e  d i f f e r e n t  "comfort" l e v e l s ?  What is  t h e  

s ign i f i cance  of h i s  nego t i a t ion  process?  What needs does 

Jack's comfort l e v e l  s a t i s f y ?  



During t h e  in te rv iew,  1 came t o  understand what Jack 

meant when he s a i d  he  f e l t  more 'comfor table '  i n t e r a c t i n g  o r  

a s s o c i a t i n g  wi th  people he perce ived  to be t h e  same as 

himself .  Jack understands t h e  p o l i t i c s  o f  competi t ion and 

t h s t  i d e n t i t i e s  a r e  ranked according t o  race ,  c u l t u r e ,  

gender a n d k t  class (Eiliott,Fleras,î9~~;Ia~ovetta,1992)~ I n  

t h i s  c o n t e x t ,  Jack  understands and a c c e p t s  t h e  ranking of  

h i s  I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y  (Li ,1990).  Jack is no t  t o o  s u t e  

how he would be perceived by i n d i v i d u a l s  o u t s i d e  h i s  e t h n i c  

i d e n t i t y  and i n  t h e  p rocess  i s  a l s o  n o t  too s u r e  how he 

would corne to pe rce ive  himself .  B e  lets his guard down when 

he is around i n d i v i d u a l s  w h o  s h a r e  h i s  e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y  

s t a t u s  because he b e l i e v e s  he does n o t  have to be on t h e  

defens ive  (Paasche, l994) .  Jack d o e s  no t  have to apologize, 

defend or excuse  c u l t u r a l  i s s u e s ,  norms, values, behaviour 

o r  a t t i t u d e s  (Paasche, l994).  It is p r e c i s e l y  t h i s  sense  

of s e c u r f t y  t h a t  gives Jack comfort. Jack i s  most 

comfor table  around h i s  own kind because i n  h i s  eyes  he 

s t a r t s  o u t  on t h e  same f o o t i n g  as h i s  I t a l i a n  m a l e  

c o u n t e r p a r t s ,  and it is  w i t h i n  t h i s  c o n t e x t  t h a t  Jack 

chooses to conpete  f o r  s t a t u s ,  f o r  recogni t ion ,  for honour 

(Li ,1990).  Uhat Jack f a i l s  t o  realize is t h a t  evsn i n  

t h i s  c o n s t r u c t e d  s o c i a l  l i f e ,  he  n e g o t i a t e s  h i s  comfort 

l e v e l  j u s t  as he n e g o t i a t e s  t h e  degree  t o  which he chooses 



t o  be I t a l i a n  (Li,1990;Paaschef1994). H e  is most comfortable 

when he f e e l s  i n  c o n t r o l  of h i s  i d e n t i t y  rather than  being 

c o n t r o l l e d  by h i s  e t h n i c i t y .  

Contrary t o  C o l a l i l l o ' s  (1981) p o s i t i o n ,  and i n  

response t o  t h e  school  exper iences  of Sam and Jack,  1 argue 

t h a t  it is  a myth t h a t  homogeneity equa l s  s o l i d a r i t y .  

Hoaiogeneity c r e a t e s  a f a l s e  pe rcep t ion  of  r e a l i t y .  Most of 

t h e  t i m e ,  it i s  not  s o  much t h e  o u t s i d e r  t h a t  holds  t h i s  

percept ion  as it is t h o s e  from wi th in .  Sam and Jack both s a w  

what they  wanted t o  see because t h e i r  percept ions  provided 

them with  a sense  of sel f -worth ,  self- importance and e t h n i c  

empoweriant, which is what they  needed i n  o rde r  t o  cope with  

t h e i r  percept ions  of r e a l i t y  i n  t h e  contex t  of day t o  d ry  

school l i f e .  

"men 1 w a s  i n  elementary school ,  1 d i d n ' t  f i t  i n  wi th  t h e  
I t a l i a n s .  The same t h i n g  happened i n  high school.  1 j u s t  
d i d n ' t  f i t  i n  with t h e  people who w e r e  from o t h e r  I t r l i a n  
brckgrounds. E i t h e r  because they  wouldn't accept  m e  o r  they  
wmre j u s t  fore ign  t o  m e .  Bas ica l ly ,  everyone around m e  w e r e  
a l1  Fru i lano  [people o f  F r u i l i - a  region i n  nor thern  I t a l y ] .  
1 never r e a l i z e d  t h i s .  1 guess  you seek comfort and t h e  
comfort of people t h a t  a r e  l i k e  you. 1 g r a v i t a t e d  towrrds  
t h e  people t h a t  had t h e  same background as m e  because it was 
more corf o r t a b l e .  

w...Uhen 1 g o t  t o  u n i v e r s i t y ,  1 s t a r t e d  t o  hang o u t  wi th  
people t h a t  w e r e  of d i f f e r e n t  e t h n i c  background. 1 t r i e d  t o  
fit i n .  1 d i d n ' t  f i t  i n  wi th  people who w e r e  English-WAGP, 
White Anglo-saxon P.rotes tant .  1 not iced  t h a t  no ratter what 



1 did I just didn't fit in. 1 didn't have anything in comnon 
with them in terms of values, in terms of upbringing. 1 just 
got sick of it, you know. 1 didn't want to fit in. 1 ran 
into a few Italian people and 1 noticed that they were more 
generous with me. 1 understand where they were coming froaz. 
It was a much more comfortable fit then with any other 
ethnic group. 1 just didn't want to be part of something 
that 1 didn't fit into anymore. It gets to a point where 
even you look down on them. 1 hate to Say this. You look 
down on them because you donrt like their values. You don't 
want to associate with their values at all. It's like you're 
turning your back on them and won't be part of that. 
You want to distinguish yourself as being an Italian. 
Because you become aware of what it really means, your 
background . " 

During his interview, Angelo explains how in elewntary 

and secondary school and university he made distinctions 

between himself and his fellow classmates; and how his 

perceptions of himself and others dictated their 

inter-relationship. At the same tirne, however, Angelo fails 

to reveal what bis relationships were like. It is evident 

froa his discussion that Angelo did not see himself as 

Italian but as Fruilano and therefore classified 

his peers as either Fruiliani, Italian or non-Italian. For 

Angelo, his Italian and non-Italian classmates were one and 

the sama, a group of people ha did not identify with, nor 

feel 'coafortable' around. He chose to restrict himself to 

those be viewed as his peers-œfruilani, those most like 

himself. Angelo's identity as a Fruilano is both a cultural 

and class issue (Covello,1967) 



Angelo claims that with age his ethnic identity b e c w  

more of an issue for hirn, but it appears that it was always 

an issue- The difference w a s  in the context in which Angelo 

found himself and in which he experienced and reacted to 

issues of ethnicity ( e . g . ,  ethnic idenitites, solidarity, 

differences). In elementary and secondary school, Angelo's 

ethnic status, Italian, was the n o m  and as a result, he 

assumed a 'master status' and in doing so exercised 

privilege, power and authority. In university, Angelo's 

Italian ethnic ststus was no longer the norm. In this 

context, it appeared that Angelo felt threatened and 

searched for an identity that provided him with the 

acceptance and secutity he required. In this process, Ange10 

had choice. Be could have chosen to identify hirself bp 

profession (law student) or by race (white), or gender 

(male); but instead he gravitated to his ethnic origin, 

Italian. Wby? Perhaps Angelo's decision was the result of a 

nuiher of interconnected factors. First, Angelo comes from a 

very close-knit family. It was very important to both his 

parents that Angelo (along with his three older siblings) 

learn to read, write and speak Italian, as well as uphold 

Italian custoas, traditions and ritusls. The Roman Catholic 

Church played a pivotal role in their family life. Angelors 

mther chose to stay home and raise her children. She made 



t h i s  dec i s ion  so  t h a t  she  could spend more t i m e  with he r  

c h i l d r e n  and e x e r c i s e  c l o s e r  con t ro l  over  t h e  events  of 

t h e i r  d a i l y  l i v e s  (e.g., friends, e x t r a - c u r r i c u l a r  

a c t i v i t e s ,  school a t h l e t i c s ,  etc. ) . Angelo f irst at tended 

school a t  t h e  age of five, i n s t e a d  of fou r  (un l ike  h i s  

s f b l i a g s ) .  Given t h a t  he  w a s  t h e  baby of t h e  family, h i s  

mother chose t o  keep him a t  home f o r  another  year .  Second, 

Ange10 l i v e d  i n  a predominantly I t a l i a n  working class e t h n i c  

c o r r u n i t y  whi le  a t t end ing  a neighbourhood Cathol ic  

elementary school and a Cathol ic  a l l -boys high school.  

Throughout elementary and secondary school, Angelo's 

c l a s s i a t e s  w e r e  t y p i c a l l y  f i r s t  genera t ion  Canadian c h i l d r e n  

of I t a l i a n  irauuigrants. Third,  it appears from Angelo's 

c o r r e n t s  t h a t  h i s  s i b l i n g s  have shaped and inf luenced h i s  

way of th inking ,  e s p e c i a l l y  h i s  o l d e r  b r o t h r r .  

Throughout t h e i r  i n t en t i ews ,  Sam, Jack and Angelo, erch 

i n  bis own way, d i s c u s s e s  t h e  sense of security and c o r f o r t  

l e v e l  t h e i r  I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y  o f f e r s  and pxovides. The 

d i f f e r e n c e  between t h e  t h r e e  males is t h a t  Angelo i s  the 

only one who d e f i n e s  the term 'conifortable' as acceptance 

and exp la ins  t h a t  t h e  a l t e r n a t i v e  is f e a r  of s o l i t u d e ,  fear 

of r e j e c t i o n ,  fear of f a i l u r e .  

The exper iences  of Sam, Jack and Angelo i n  



establishing, nurturing and maintaining an Italian ethnic 

identity is at variance with the experiences of Toronto Star 

news reporter Rosie DiManno (1997). In her narrative, 

DiManno (1997) explains how her Italian-ness was a constant 

source of humilation. She found herself trapped within the 

Italian culture of her parents while idiolizing and aspiring 

to be part of and accepted by the Anglo-Canadian culture 

(DiXann0~1997). It was coiron for the offspring of Italian 

immigrants to find themselves CO-existing in two diverse and 

contradictory worlds (Covello,1967). The traditions, value 

system and identity of their homeland were challenged by the 

uafuiliar identity of their new society (Covello,l967). 

Allegiance to one culture required the abandomnt of the 

other, or so it appeared (Covello,1967). And in fact, in 

their experiences--whether it be that of Sam, Jack, 

Angelo or DiManno (1997)--the process of constructing 

individual ethnic identities--whether Italian or Fruilano or 

Anglo-Canadian or Italian-Canadiano-held a degree of 

ambivalence, reservation, guilt and betrayal. 

In conclusion, as much as S m ,  Jack and Angelo may have 

wanted to fit in and be accepted by the Anglo-Canadirn 

culture, whether consciously or not, it would have been much 

more difficult for them to walk away from their Italirn 

heritage. To them, their Italian,heritage is the identity 



and e x p e r i e n c e s  o f  t h e i r  immigrant p a r e n t s  (Norquay, l998) .  

Ta choose n o t  t o  be I t a l i a n  would be to reject t h e i r  

p a r e n t s ,  t h e i r  a n c e s t e r s  and u l t i m a t e l y  themse lves .  Sam, 

Jack and Angelo, each i n  t h e i r  own way n e g o t i a t e  their 

e t h n i c i t y  and move i n  and o u t  of i d e n t i t i e s - - a  p r o c e s s  which 

is  i n d i c a t i v e  of t h e i r  c i r cums tances ,  p r o f e s s i o n s ,  gender  

and socioeconomic backgrounds.  Con t ra ry  t o  DiUanno's (1997) 

experience, 1 m a i n t a i n  t h a t  b e f o r e  an  i n d i v i d u a l  is able to 

renounce an  i d e n t i t y  t h e y  must f i r s t  embrace it. How 

do you g i v e  up o r  walk away from something i f  at f i r s t  you 

do n o t  e x p e r i e n c e  it o r  assume ownership o v e r  it? And i n  

t h i s  p r o c e s s  rests t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  of n e g o t i a t e d  versus 

a s c r i b e d ,  fluid v e r s u s  f i x e d  i d e n t i t i e s .  



CHAPTER FIVE: STUDENT-TEACHER RELATIONSHIPS 

1 w a s  i n  g r a d e  t h r e e .  My fami ly  and 1, and some o f  Our 

r e l a t i v e s  a t t e n d e d  o u r  p a r i s h ' s  annual  d i n n e r  dance.  The 

dance  w a s  h e l d  i n  t h e  church  h a l l .  There 1 s tood ,  i n  t h e  r e d  

v e l v e t  ho t -pan t s  s u i t  t h a t  my mother had made f o r  t h e  

o c c a s i o n ,  o n l y  a few feet away from my t e a c h e r .  A s  1 s t a r t e d  

to p o i n t  my t e a c h e r  out t o  my p a r e n t s ,  1 r e a l i z e d  my f a t h e r  

had a l r e a d y  s p o t t e d  h e r .  A f t e r  d i n n e r ,  t h e  band p l a y e d  a 

s e l e c t i o n  o f  I t a l i a n  songs.  1 s a t  and watched my p a r e n t s  

dance and from t i m e  to t i m e  danced w i t h  my f a t h e r ,  who 

p a t i e n t l y  tried t o  t e a c h  m e  t h e  wa l t z .  As t h e  band resumed 

p l a y i n g  a f t e r  t h e i r  break ,  m y  f a t h e r  announced that he w a s  

go ing  t o  a s k  m y  t e a c h e r  f o r  a dance.  1 w a s  s tunned.  1 sat 

m o t i o n l e s s  and watched my f a t h e r  make h i s  way t o  h e r  t a b l e .  

1 was p a n i c  s t r i c k e n .  What would my t e a c h e r  t h i n k ?  How would 

s h e  react? Within minutes ,  my f a t h e r  e s c o r t e d  my t e a c h e r  t o  

t h e  dance f l o o r .  They danced t o  a waltz. M y  f a t h e r  

accompanied my t e a c h e r  back t o  h e r  s e a t  and r e t u r n e d  t o  o u r  

t a b l e .  Be  had a s m i l e  on h i s  face. 

The f o l l o w i n g  Monday morning, m y  t e a c h e r  w a s  on y a r d  

d u t y .  1 dec ided  t o  f a c e  h e r  b e f o r e  class. There w a s  a sniall 

crowd o f  s t u d e n t s ,  my classmates, around her .  A s  1 

approached h e r ,  1 dec ided  t o  take my c u e  from her. "Good 



morning," she  said. 1 r e p l i e d .  Shs con t inued .  To my s u r p r i s e  

my t eache r  had sha red  t h e  even t s  of Our church s o c i a l  wi th  

my c lassmates ,  She commented on how b e a u t i f u l  she  thought  1 

looked and what a good dancer she  thought  1 w a s  and how much 

fun she  had dancing wi th  my f a t h e r .  My teacher approved. H e r  

c o m e n t s  v a l i d a t e d  my i d e n t i t y ,  She made m e  f e e l  good about 

myself, perhaps ,  even proud of who I w a s  and where 1 came 

f rom. 

There is a pe rcep t ion  t h a t  s t u d e n t s  are more l i k e l y  t o  

perform b e t t e r  i n  school  and r e l a t e  t o  and coanect  w i th  

t eache r s  who s h a r e  t h e i r  i d e n t i t y .  1 explored  t h i s  p h e n o ~ s n a  

i n  the c o n t e x t  of Sam's, J ack ' s  and Angelofs  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  

with t h e i r  e lementary  and secondary school  t eache r s .  1 

asked: Tell me about your relationçhips with teachers in 

elementary and secondary scbool. 

"...My grades  one and t h r e e  t eache r .  She w a s  a very good 
teacher .  She wasn ' t  I t a l i a n .  ... 1 conf ided  i n  my grade six 
t eacher .  She w a s  n o t  I t a l i a n .  She i n s p i r e d  m e  and j u s t  
seamad t o  touch  on a l 1  t h e  recesses of  my mind t h a t  w e r e  
hiddon. She brought  them out .  Encouraged m e  t o  do a l o t  of  
t h i n g s  t h a t  1 neve r  even considerad,  a l o t  o f  reading,  a l o t  
of books t h a t  1 would never have r ead  st t h a t  age. She 
i nap i r ed  m e  to think on a d i f f e r e n t  l e v e l .  ... My grade  e i g h t  
teacher. B e  w a s  a very  kind t eache r .  H e  w a s  I t a l i r n .  

"...I: found t h a t  c e r t a i n  t eache r s ,  t e a c h e r s  who  hrd t h e  same 
[ethnic]  background accepted you e a s i e r .  You were able t o  
t a l k  wi thout  hav ing  t o  wfn o v s r  t h e i r  e a r .  



l l . . .  1 t h i n k  t h a t  e t h n i c i t y  p layed a r o l e  i n  whether o r  n o t  I 
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  c e r t a i n  t e a c h e r s .  Coming from t h e  same 
c u l t u r e  b r e a k s  t h e  ice. You can sti11 break t h e  ice i f  you 
are n o t  t h e  same, i t ' s  harder .  

" . . . In  h igh  schoo l ,  teachers could n o t  have the accen t  of a 
v i s i b l e  mino r i t y .  I t  had t o  be an  I t a l i a n  accen t  f o r  them 
n s t  t o  be r i d i c u l e d .  W e  d i d n ' t  r i d i c u l e  t e a c h e r s  wi th  an  
I t a l i a n  a c c e n t  because w e  had p a r e n t s  who were l i k e  t h r t .  It 
was fun.  They w e r e  the a u t h o r i a t i v e  figures. He uere their 
s u b j e c t s .  I f  w e  cou ld  g e t  them to break  down it w a s  l i k e  w e  
had accomplished something." 

Sam's d i s c u s s i o n  of h i s  p e r c e p t i o n s  o f  h i s  

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i th  h i s  t e a c h e r s  a t  t h e  e lementary  school  

l e v e l ,  l ed  m e  to i n f e r  two i n t e r e s t i n g  i s s u e s .  F i r s t ,  a t  an  

early age Sam r e a l i z e d  t h e  p sycho log i ca l ,  s o c i a l ,  emotional  

and i n t e l l e c t u a l  importance of be ing  accep ted ,  recognized 

and encouraged by h i s  t e ache r s .  And y e t ,  i n  r e t r o s p e c t ,  Sam 

e x p l a i n s  t h a t  as a c h i l d ,  a s  much as he may have wanted t o  

e s t a b l i s h  a r a p p o r t  w i th  h i s  t e e c h e r s  o u t s i d e  t h e  classroom, 

he w a s  intimidated by t h e  s i t u a t i o n  and t o  soœe e x t a n t ,  

succumbed to h i s  own fears. Rather  t h a n  expose h i r s e l f  t o  

the p o s s i b i l i t y  of  being r e j e c t e d  by h i s  t e a c h e r s ,  Sam 

r a t i o n a l i z e s  t h a t  h i s  r e l u c t a n c e  or  shyness  w a s  

t y p i c a l  of any c h i l d  o f  h i s  age. Perhaps  t h e s e  emotions a r e  

corron to m o s t  c h i l d r e n ,  b u t  i n  Sam's case, when he w a s  

given  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  i n t e r a c t ,  he w i l l i n g l y  accepted and 

appared t o  f l o u r i s h  ftom t h e  exper ience .  

Today, Sam r e g a r d s  wi th  p a r t f c u l a r  fondness t h e  



t e a c h e r s  who reached o u t  t o  him. I n  t h e  r e t e l l i n g  o f  h i s  

expe r i ence s ,  Sam f a i l s  t o  acknowledge t h e  fact  t h a t  h i s  

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i th  his t e a c h e r s ,  whether  i n s i d e  o r  o u t i d e  

t h e  c lassroom,  w e r e  roo ted  i n  h i s  e t h n i c  p e r c e p t i o n s  of 

h imse l f  and them. Bis p e r c e p t i o n s ,  i n  t u r n ,  de termined the 

t y p e s  o f  r e l a t f o n s h i p s  he would have w i t h  h i s  teachers. 

Second, Sam speaks  as though the c o n t e x t  of h i s  r a p p o r t  w i t h  

h i s  t e a c h e r s  was i n  h i s  c o n t r o l .  I n  o t h e r  w o r d s ,  he 

determined which t e a c h e r  he  would a s s o c i a t e  w i t h  o r  which 

t e r c h e r  h e  would i n t e r a c t  w i t h  i n s i d e  and o u t s i d e  o f  t h e  

c lassroom.  

men d i s c u s s i n g  his r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  his t e a c h e r s  a t  

t h e  secondary l e v e l ,  Sam makes the s t a t e m e n t  t h a t  he  

connected  w i t h  t e a c h e r s  who w e r e  n o t  of  I t a l i a n  background. 

Be  l a t e r  c o n t x a d i c t s  himself and says t h a t  be  b e l i e v e d  h e  

w a s  more r e a d i l y  accepted  and l i s t e n e d  t o  by t e a c h e r s  who 

sha r ed  b i s  I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  i d e n t i é y .  I n  some s i t u a t i o n s ,  Sam 

used h i s  I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y  t o  gain accep tance  and 

app rova l  from h i s  t e a c h e r s .  i n  other c a s e s ,  where he 

prceived h i s  t e a c h e r s  to be c u l t u r a l l y  o r  r a c i a l l y  

inferior, he used h i s  I t a l i a n - n e s s  t o  create c o n f l i c t  so 

t h a t  he might ,  i n  turn, e x p e r i e n c e  a s e n s e  of empowernent. 

Hawever, Sam's sense  of enpowerment is f s l s e  because it is  

contrived and e x i s t s  s o l e l y  w i t h i n  h i s  own perception o f  



himself  as an a u t h o r i t a t i v e  f i g u r e  i n  t h e  s i t u a t i o n .  Sam's 

i n t e r a c t i o n  wi th  h i s  t eache r s - -h i s  pe rcep t ions ,  a t t i t u d k s  

and behaviours--speak of  an i n d i v i d u a l  who a c c e p t s  the 

popular  ideology t h a t  Canada is a m u l t i - c u l t u r a l  and mul t i -  

e t h n i c  s o c i e t y ,  b u t  one which exists a l o n g  a continuum of 

p re f  e r r e d  and non-preferred i d e n t i t i e s ,  t h e  r o o t s  o f  which 

are d i s t o r t e d  assumptions about e t h n i c  and r a c i a l  groups 

JACK : 

"1 r e m e m b e r  my [ e l e m e n t a r y ]  t e a c h e r s  very w e l l .  M o s t  of  them 
w e r e  I t a l i a n .  1 remember them being l i k e  mom o r  dad. .,.Thcy 
w e r e  l i k e  mom or  dad because they w e r e  I t a l i a n  and t h e y  w e r e  
expec t ing  such and szch a behaviour and s o  t h a t ' s  what mont 
and drd expected.  

" . .2 c e d e r  Mrs. ' V ' .  She was mean, she w a s  a d r i l l  
s e r g e r n t .  ... And t h e r e  was H r .  'L.' He w a s  a t r u e  
d i a c i p l i n a r i a n .  They were I t a l i a n .  

"...Uy O.A.C. h i s t o r y  t e a c h e r ,  a black gentleman. H e  w a s  
g r e a t .  H e  knew h i s  s t u f f .  H e  made t h i n g s  i n t e r e s t i n g .  H e  w a s  
very q u i e t  but had c o n t r o l  over  t h e  c l a s s  and y e t  he  looked 
t i r i d .  ...He w a s  such a g r e a t  educa tor  because he knew h i s  
s t u f f  so w e l l  and he could  convey it i n  a way w e  cou ld  
understand.  ... 1'11 never f o r g e t  t h e  t i m e  1 had an  82 
average i n  h i s  c l a s s .  1 needed t o  be bumped up a percen tage  
p o i n t  s o  1 could  get a s c h o l a r s h i p  t o  York Un ive r s i ty .  1 
went to see him. 1 s a i d ,  w e l l ,  M r .  A I ' m  very close to a 
s c h s l a r s h i p  and a l1  I need is  one percentage p o i n t .  1 w a s  
wondering i f ,  perhaps ,  you could  modify my f i n a l  g rade  f o r  
m e .  And he s a i d ,  wi thout  a doubt,  1 don ' t  want t o  ho ld  t h e  
balance of  your f u t u r e  i n  my haads and he gave m e  t h a t  one 
percentage p o i n t . "  

J ack ' s  r e c o l l e c t i o n  of  h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i t h  h i s  



e lementa ry  schoo l  t e a c h e r s  r e v e a l s  he p e r c e i v e d  them t o  be 

bo th  mother and f a t h e r  f i g u r e s .  H e  e x p l a i n s  t h a t  he had no 

f a v o u r i t e  among them b u t  r e v e a l s  t h a t  t h e r e  w e r e  t w o  i n  

p a r t i c u l a r ,  a female and a male t e a c h e r  who, because of  

t h e i r  meanness, s t a n d  o u t  from t h e  rest. And y e t ,  i n  h i s  

f i n a l  a n a l y s i s ,  J ack  cornes t o  a c c e p t  t h e i r  tactics and 

r a t i o n a l i z e s  t h a t  t h e  t e a c h e r s  w e r e  merely a c t i n g  i n  

the best i n t e r e s t  o f  t h e  class and i n  h i s  l e a r n i n g  i n  

p a r t i c u l a r .  To s o m e  e x t e n t  J a c k ' s  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  of his 

t e a c h e r s  is naive .  I t  is  n a i v e  i n  t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  J a c k ' s  

p e r c e p t i o n  of them as mother  and f a t h e r  f i g u r e s  is 

p r e d i c a t e d  on t h e  f a c t  t h a t ,  l i k e  h i s  p a r e n t s ,  t h e y  w e r e  

r o l e  o d e l s  because t h e y  s h a r e d  his I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y ,  

r o l e  models whom he  c a m e  t o  r e s p e c t  o u t  of f e a r  of a u t h o r i t y  

r a t h e r  t h a n  on t h e  b a s f s  of m e r i t .  

I n  r e t r o s p e c t ,  J a c k  r a t i o n a l i z e s  t h a t  Mrs. 'V', 

a l t h o u g h  s t e r n ,  g o t  r e s u l t s .  Ber s t u d e n t s  e x c e l l e d .  X r .  'L'  

w a s  a u t h o r i t a t i v e  because  h i s  s t u d e n t  r e q u i r e d  d i s c i p l i n e  

and c o n t r o l .  The i r o n y  of t h e s e  e x p e r i e n c e s  is t h a t  Jack 

cla imed t h a t  i n  each  s i t u a t i o n  h i s  t e a c h e r s  'valued' 

e d u c a t i o n  i n  g e n e r a l  and t h e  l e a r n i n g  of t h e i r  s t u d e n t s  i n  

p a r t i c u l a r  ( P o r t e r , l 9 6 5 ) .  Based on my c o n v e r s a t i o n  w i t h  

Jack, it would be a c c u r a t e  t o  conclude t h a t  i n  h i s  mind 

t h e s e  t w o  t e a c h e r s  i n s t i l l e d  i n  t h e i r  s t u d e n t s  a 



d i s c i p l i n e  which t hey  both p e r c e i v e d  t o  be necessa ry  t o  

c o r p e t e  i n  a system t h a t  m i r r o r s  the power s t r u c t u r e  o f  

c a p i t a l i s m  by means of a c u l t u r a l l y  r a c i s t  and c lass -based  

cur r i cu lum (Jamesf1995).  S t u d e n t s  from immigrant and 

low-income f a m i l i e s  do no t  and a r e  no t  meant t o  be 

p a r t i c i p a n t s  i n  t h e  dominant class c u l t u r e  ( Ja ras ,1995) .  To 

t h a t  end,  t h e y  a r e  kep t  i n f e r i o r  w i t h i n  t h e  s t r u c t u r e  of  

class r e l a t i o n s  and provided w i t h  an  educa t ion  t h r t  is 

congruent  with t h e i r  s o c i a l  class i d e n t i t y  ( J a i a s , 1995 ) .  The 

paradox is t h a t  educat ion  i s  made a v a i l a b l e  t o  a l l ,  b u t  i t s  

a c c e s s i b i l i t y  r e f l e c t s  t h e  e x i s t i n g  class s t r u c t u r e  

( J m s , 1 9 9 5 ) .  Thus, it i s  c y c l i c a l l y  reproduced and t h e r e b y  

l e g i t i i i z e d .  

Having worked through t h e  system, perhaps  Xrs. 'V '  and 

Xr. 'L' were in f a c t  s u r s o g a t e  p a r e n t s  f o r  Jack and h i s  

classrates. As educa to rs  with an I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y ,  

t hey  knew from exper ience  t h e  road  t h a t  l a y  be fore  t h e i r  

s t u d e n t s  i f  t h e y  w e r e  t o  o b t a i n  an  educa t ion  t h a t  w a s  n o t  

c o n s i s t e n t  w i t h  t h e i r  s o c i a l  class s t a t u s  ( J aae s f1995 ) .  

Pe rhrps  M r s .  ' V ' s  and M r .  'L's a u t h o r i t a t i v e  measures were 

i n  f a c t  c h a r a c t e r i s t i c  of t h e i r  roles as agen t s  of 

e n c u l t u r a t i o n  ( t h e  p rocess  of a s s i m i l a t i o n )  and t h e y  were i n  

f a c t  a t t e i p t i n g  t o  favour  their own people i n  t h e  face of a 

system t h a t  w a s  beyond t h e i r  c o n t r o l .  



Jack spoke o f  one of h i s  h i g h  s choo l  t e a c h e r s ,  M r .  ' A '  

w i t h  great respect and d i s t i n c t i o n .  At the t i m e  and even 

now, Jack m a r v e l s  a t  t h e  though t  o f  Ur. 'A . '  F o r  J ack ,  t h i s  

w a s  a t e a c h e r  who w a s  knowledgable, t a l e n t e d ,  conpas s iona t e  

and kind.  A s  a s t u d e n t ,  Jack  cons ide r ed  h imsel f  p r i v i l e g e d  

to have been i n  M r .  'A ' s '  class. As an educa to r ,  J ack  

r evea l ed  t h a t  i f  g iven  t h e  o p p o r t u n i t y  t o  e a u l a t e  a f o r r  

t e a c h e r  he would chose  M r .  A I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  Jack did n o t  

make t h e s e  same s t a t e m e n t s  o f  U r .  'L '  o r  M r s .  'V'  o r  t h e  

many t e a c h e r s  ' l i k e '  them who Jack a p p a r e n t l y  p e r c e i v e d  as 

mother and f a t h e r  f i g u r e s .  

" . . ,To  be hones t  w i t h  you, for m e ,  it d i d n ' t  m a t t e r  whether  
t h e y  [ h i s  t e a c h e r s ]  w e r e  I t a l i a n  o r  n o t .  ... Pe rh rps  you'd 
e w c t  more o f  a r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  t e a c h e r  t h a t  have  a 
c o l r o n  background w i t h  you, 

"...I always f e l t  that t e a c h e r s  [ r e f e r r i n g  t o  e l e m n t a r y  
schoo l ]  d i d n ' t  know where 1 was coming from, you knou. They 
may have been I t a l i a n  or whatever  b u t  1 d i d n ' t  feel like 
t h e y  unders tood where 1 w a s  coming from. They e i t h e r  t r e r t e d  
m e  l i k e  a k i d  or, 1 know it sounds s t u p i d ,  b u t  t h e y  d i d n ' t  
realize t h a t  1 w a s  c apab l e  o f  do ing  b e t t e r  work. 

l n . . .  Hhen 1 w a s  i n  h igh  s choo l  1 w a s  a b l e  t o  l e a r n  t h i n g s  at 
a d i f f e r e n t  Pace  t h e n  everyone else. 1 used t o  g e t  bored.  
And t h e  t e a c h e r s  d i d n ' t  r e a l i z e  t h a t  I cou ld  do wre, And 
t h e y  used t o  t r ea t  me l i k e  1 w a s  j u s t  a t roublemaker .  So 1 
grew i n t o  t h e  r o l e .  

" . . ,There  w a s  one t e a c h e r ,  Mr- 'M,' [ n o t  I t a l i a n ]  who k e p t  
an  eye on m e  and gave m e  s t u f f  t o  do a f t e r  s choo l  i n  
chemiatry class  and encouraged me. A f t e r  that c o u r s e  I j u s t  
s t a r t e d  t o  do w e l l  a g a i n -  1 s t a r t e d  o f f  g e t t i n g  C's and B ' s  



and 1 ended up wi th  a 94 average i n  my f i n a l  year . "  

I n  r e f l e c t i n g  on h i s  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  w i th  h i s  elementary 

school  t e a c h e r s ,  Angelo r e v e a l s  t h a t  somewhere i n  t h e  back 

of h i s  mind, he thought  t h a t  a common e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y  

between a t e a c h e r  and a s t u d e n t  meant t h a t  t h e r e  was a 

connect ion between t h e  two. But t h i s  w a s  n o t  h i s  exper ience .  

For the m o s t  p a r t ,  Angelo's exper ience  w a s  t h a t  h i s  

t eache r s ,  most of whom w e r e  of I t a l i a n  background, never  s r w  

h i a  in t h e  saare l i g h t  as he saw himself. H i s  teachers never 

r e a l i z e d  h i s  p o t e n t i a l  nor  d i d  they t a k e  a c o n s t r u c t i v e  

i n t e r e s t  i n  channe i l i ng  h i s  energy. I n  f a c t ,  i n  g rades  seven 

and e i g h t ,  Angelo missed a number of school  days.  While 

school  o f f i c i a l s ,  inc lud ing  h i s  t eache r s ,  thought  t h a t  he 

w a s  at home t end ing  t o  a s i c k  f a t h e r ,  Angelo occupied his 

t i m e  i n  poo l  h a l l s .  When Angelo's g rades  s t a r t e d  t o  s l i p ,  

h i s  t e a c h e r  con tac ted  h i s  p a r e n t s .  The s i t u a t i o n  resolved 

i t s e l f  w i thou t  h i s  t e a c h e r s  o r  family l e a r n i n g  t h e  t r u t h .  

The obvious  concern h e r e  is t h e  lack of conwaunication 

between Angelo 's  t e a c h e r ,  h i s  school  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s ,  h i s  

p a r e n t s  and h i s  o l d e r  b ro the r .  

Ange lors  exper ience  i n  eïementary school  is at var iance  

with Ritacca's (Chianel lo , l995)  pe r spec t ive .  Ritacca 

(Ch iane l l0~1995)  a rgues  t h a t  h i s  s t u d e n t s '  l a c k  of  



discipline and conmitment to their studies stems from theix 

parents who, in turn, are not interested in the 'education* 

of their children. In Angelofs case, it was his educators 

that did not value his education because they taught 

according to their perceptions of him and others. R i t a c c a  

(Chirnello,l995), an educator and administrator and Angelo, 

a student, are both stakeholders in the system and yet 

Ritacca looks outside the system to  legitmate and 

rationalize his problems from within, whereas Angelo must 

remain silent because of the unequal balance of power and 

authority. 

In high school, Angelo recails that it w a s  one teacher 

in particular who m a d e  a difference in his academic crraer. 

In grades nine and ten, Angelo admits that his marks ranged 

between B and C. At the time, Angelo was frustrated with his 

teachers, bis classes and himself. As a result, he becue a 

'problem' in class and was pegged a troublemaker by his 

teachers. And yet, Mr. 'M' expected something corpletely 

different from Angelo. He expected Angelo to be himself, 

whoever that was. Ur. 'Mf offered Angelo an opportunity to 

prove hiraself and regain his self-confidence. And it was 

because of Mr. 'M' that other teachers gave Angelo a second 

chance. Perhrps, if Mr. *M' &rd not stepped in, Ange10 would 

have been recownended by his teachers for vocational 



training instead of a university education, if he renained 

in school (Jansen,1988). 

Perlmann (1988) writes that American students of 

Italian background are less likely to remain in school and 

do well academically because of cultural differences between 

tboaselves, their teachers and the American education 

s y s t e m .  Angelo's experience in both elementary and secondary 

school is at variance with Perlmann's (1988) findings. 

Angelo's academic performance was at risk in elementary and 

secondary school. And his teachers, most of whom w e r e  of 

Italian background, did not intervene. 

Like Chianello (19951, Angelo asks himself why his own 

classrates, males who are typically of Italian heritage, did 

not do well in high school? Interestingly, Angelo's 

perceptions of bis classmates experiences and achievements 

are at odds wfth Chianello's (1995) findings. Angelo, 

sirilar to Chianello (1995), is baffled by their lack of 

success and limited options in school because he perceived 

his peers to corne from families that were financially stable 

and interpreted this to mean they had the opportunity to 

study. Unlike Chianello (1995), Angelo hypothesizes that 

there are many factors (Foe., the students cornitaent to 

learnfng, their perception of school, discipline, 



etc.) that contributed to their outcomes. Equally important, 

Angelo believes was the direction, guidance and mentoring, 

his classmates received from their teachers. For some 

reason, these students, demonstrated the potential to pursue 

a post-secondary education at the university level but were 

short-changed in high school, and as a result they becane 

disinterested. Although these students did not drop-out of 

school, their attendance did not m e a n  they were 

goal-oriented or disciplined. The irony of this situation, 

is that most of the teachers identified with the Italian 

heritage of their students. 

Sam's, Jack's and Angelo's elementary and secoadary 

school experiences clearly indicate these thtee males did 

not develop meaningful relationships or a sense of 

connectedness or solidarity with teachers who shared their 

Italian ethnic identity. Their experiences would serve to 

underraine Colalillo's (1981) view that the Ontario separate 

school system was another means through which Italian 

i i g r a n t s  and their children could intensify their ethnic 

solidarity. 

In the context of their school environrents, the 

acaderic experiences of Sam, Jack and Angelo, although 

different from one another, suggest some coraon t h e s .  



F i r s t ,  a l 1  t h r e e  m a l e s  did w e l l  i n  school .  Jack is t h e  on ly  

one, however, whose marks w e r e  c o n s i s t e n t  throughout,  

r e g r r d l e s s  of his grade o r  h i s  fondess  f o r  h i s  t eachers .  S~tm 

hrd d i f f i c u l t y  i n  grade  f i v e ,  which he a t t r i b u t e s  t o  a 

p e r s o n a l i t y  c o n f l i c t  wi th  h i s  t e a c h e r .  Angelo, on t h e  o t h e r  

band, e x p l a i n s  t h a t  i n  t h e  i n t e r m e d i a t e  grades he would 

s k i p  class as he found school  u n i n t e r e s t i n g .  Both SM and 

Angelo redeemed themselves under t h e  watchful  eyes of t h e i r  

parients, and i n  Angelors  case of his o l d e r  b ro the r  as w e l l .  

Secondly, a l 1  t h r e e  boys skipped school  from time t o  

t i m e .  For Sam and Jack it w a s  a one t i m e  occurrence--to 

watch I t a l y ' s  s o c c e r  team p l a y  f o r  t h e  Uorld Cup. Even 

though Sam and Jack w e r e  t o g e t h e r  and engagad i n  t h e  s m  

' i n app rop r i a t e '  behaviour,  it was Sam who w r s  punished by 

h i s  p r i n c i p a l  and h i s  mother. Unlike SM,  Jack ' s  p a r e n t s  

w e r e  aware o f  h i s  p l a n s  and, as a r e s u l t ,  he was no t  dealt 

wi th  by school  a u t h o r i t i e s .  I n  h g e l o ' s  case, h i s  t e a c h e r s  

w e r e  a w a r e  o f  h i s  absenteeism, b u t  remained i n d i f f e r e n t  

until it affected h i s  grades .  And even then ,  h i s  p r i n c i p a l  

did no t  i n t e r v e n e ,  nor  d id  h i s  t e a c h e r s  e v e r  d i s cus s  h i s  

absenteeism. The focus  of t h e  pa ren t - t eache r  meeting, which 

Angelo's o l d e r  b r o t h e r  a t t ended ,  w e r e  h i s  grades.  What is 

i n t e r e s t i n g  about  Sam's and Angelo's expe t iences  is  how t h e  

boys were d e a l t  w i th  by school  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s  and t e a c h e r s  



( a l 1  o f  whom w e r e  of I t a l i a n  h e r i t a g e )  and t h e i r  f ami l i e s .  

I n  Sam's ca se ,  t h e r e  w a s  communication between his p r i n c i p a l  

and h i s  mother. And t h e r e  was consensus about  h i s  behaviour.  

However, g iven t h e  c i rcumstances ,  it appears  t h a t  Sam and 

some of  h i s  c lassmates  w e r e  d i s c i p l i n e d ,  t o  set an example. 

On t h e  o t h e r  hand, Angelo's behaviour,  which was of a m o r e  

serious na tu re ,  went unpunished. Unlike Sam, and given h i s  

f a l i l y ' s  r e p u t a t i o n  (i .e. ,  a s  s t r a i g h t - l a c e d  people ) ,  

Angelo was able t o  manipulate the s i t u a t i o n  and the 

s t a k e h o l d e r s  ( i .e . ,  h i s  t e a c h e r s ,  o l d e r  b r o t h e r  and parents) 

t o  h i s  advantage. The t r u t h  w a s  never discovered .  

Th i rd ly ,  from t h e i r  t e s t i rnon ies  it is  apparent t h a t  

Sam's, J a c k ' s  and Angelo's p a r e n t s  expected them t o  do w e l l  

i n  school  and n o t  g e t  i n t o  t r o u b l e .  I f  t h i s  w a s  no t  t h e  

case, Sam, Jack  and Angelo knew t h a t  t h e r e  would be 

' t r o u b l e f  a t  home a s  w e l l  as i n  school .  F i n a l l y ,  Sam's, 

Jack's and Angelo's p a r e n t s  and i n  p a r t i c u l a r  t h e i r  n o t h e r s  

i n f luenced  and shaped t h e i r  educa t iona l  achiev-nts and 

o c c u p r t i o n a l s  a s p i r a t i o n s .  From t h e i r  t e s t i r o n i e s ,  it is 

apparen t  t h a t  the ' va lue '  t h e i r  I t a l i a n  immigrant p a r e n t s  

p laced  on educa t ion  was no t  gender o r i e n t e d  (Cove l l0~1967) .  

Sam's, J a c k ' s  and Angelo's school ing  surpassed  t h a t  of t h e i r  

p a r e n t s  (Jansen,1985).  The most pronounced d i f f e r e n c e  is 

between Angelo and h i s  pa ren t s .  S i m i l a r l y ,  wh i l e  a l 1  t h r e e  



sets of parents are employed in blue collar jobs their 

sons work in professions that are deemed white collar 

occupations (Jansen,1985), Sam and Jack are both teachers 

and Angelo is a lawyer. 

Contrary to Chianello (1995), Sam, Jack and Angelo 

deionstrate that materialism did not alter their perceptions 

of the importance of school and/or the value of an 

aducation. In high school, Sam, Jack and Angelo hrd part- 

tire jobs. Jack worked during the sumners, as a camp 

counsellor, so his employment did not interefere with his 

studies. Angelo chose to work part-time (Le., in a 

pbrrriacy) because of bis poox grades and sense of detachment 

froa school. In grades nine and ten, for many reasons, 

&gelofs marks were not up to his usual standard- As a 

result, he found himself working more than usual- In 

addition to its economic value, Angelofs job fulfilled 

psychological and emotional needs. Ange10 needed to see 

hirself in a positive light. And through his job he was able 

to ragain his self-respect. In grade eleven, Angelofs marks 

irproved dramatically and as a result he re-evaluated his 

perception of the 'value' of his part-time job 

(Porter,l965). It was at that point that Angela sought new 

mplopent and worked in his parish rectory, as a 

receptionist. Angelo's work environment was such 



t h a t  he w a s  encouraged t o  b r i n g  s choo l  work t o  t h e  r e c t o r y  

a s  h i s  hou r s  w e r e  f l e x i b l e .  

Angelo c l e a r l y  admits  t h a t  it w a s  t h e  change i n  h i s  

g rades  t h a t  caused him t o  unders tand  bo th  t h e  s h o r t  te- 

b e n e f i t s  (i.e., m o r e  money) and l o n g e r  term r a m i f i c a t i o n s  

(i .e. ,  p o o r e r  grades) of  working wh i l e  going t o  school .  

Although Angelo con t inued  t o  work throughout  h igh  school ,  

h i s  f i r s t  p r i o r i t y  w a s  schoo l -  I n  Angelo 's  i n t r o s p e c t i v e  

a n a l y s i s ,  he  de te rmines  t h a t  it is work t h a t  deterred many 

of h i s  f e l l o w  c l a s s m a t e s  from t h e i r  s t u d i e s .  The analogy 

t h a t  Angelo makes is t h a t  t h e  r e a l i t y  of  e a rn ing  money is a 

form of  s e d u c t i o n  (i-e., t h e  more money you e a r n  t h e  more 

money you spend,  t h e  more money you spend the more hours  you 

work, and so on)  which is  c y c l i c a l  and u l t i m a t e l y  d e t e r s  

s t u h n t s  from t h e i r  s t u d i e s  because  o f  t h e  c o n s t r a i n t s .  

S l i ,  on t h e  o t h e r  hand, q u i t  h i s  pa r t - t ime  job ( i .e. ,  s t o c k  

boy i n  a grocery s t o r e )  because it i n t e r e f e r e d  w i th  h i s  

studies and started t o  a f f e c t  h i s  grades .  Although a l1  three 

sets of p a r e n t s  al lowed t h e i r  s o n s  t o  work p a r t - t i r e ,  

working w a s  n o t  a p r i o r i t y  o v e r  schoo l .  I n  fact t h e  oppos i t e  

was t r u e  (Covel lo ,1967) .  

M y  g r ade  two t e a c h e r ,  a iemale, w a s  n o t  o f  I t a l i a n  



descent .  J u s t  before my mother wqs t o  m e e t  h e r  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  

t h e ,  i n  a parent-teacher r e p o r t  card meeting, 1 nenrously 

watched my mother g e t  ready for h e r  meeting and coarmented on 

hep appearance, the dxess she w a s  going to W e a r ,  her h a i r ,  

her  l i p s t i c k ,  etc. 1 then proceeded t o  coach my mother on 

hou t o  behave, what ts say and what no t  t o  Say. 1 was 

worried about t h e  impression she  would make on my teacher .  

1 w r s  scared.  My mokher pa tken t ly  l i s t e n e d  without quest ion 

o r  c m n t .  She l e f t  f o r  school  and 1 anxiously  a w r i t d  her 

r e t u r n .  My concern w a s  not about what my t e r c h e r  hrd t o  s r y  

about me, but rather the value judgement she would aake 

about ny mother and how t h i s  i n  t u r n  would a f f e c t  ay l i f e  i n  

h e r  c l a s s .  The next day, 1 watcbed and waited i n  hopes t h a t  

any t e a c h e r  would say a kind word about having m e t  my a o t h e r ,  

6he s r i d  nothing and yet her  s i l e n c e  spoke volumes. 1 took 

it to mean t h a t  my mother d i d  not  l i v e  up t o  h e r  s tandards  

o r  perhaps, personi f ied  h e r  image of an I t a l i a n  i i g r a n t  

pa ren t .  

I n  o rde r  t o  understand parent - teacher  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  it 

i s  nrcessary to consider  t h e  con tex t  of such relat ionmhips 

( i . e . ,  p a r e n t a l  level of schooling,  occupations,  co r run i ty  

e n v i r o n n t ,  and e t h n i c  i d e n t i t i e s ) .  Sam's, Jack ' s  and 

Angelo's pa ren t s  have d i f f e r e n t  l e v e l s  of schooling. SM'S 

and Jack's parents ,  un l ike  Angelo's mother and f a the r ,  



a r r i v e d  i n  Canada w i t h  high s c h o o l  educa t ions .  I n  

co rpa r i son ,  Angelo's p a r e n t s  d i d  n o t  complete elemantary 

school .  I n  Canada, Jack's father a t t e n d e d  school  and 

e n r o l l e d  i n  Engl i sh  language classes (ESL). Jack's mother, 

years later ,  r e tu rned  to school and obta ined  a c o l l e g e  

d i p l a r a  i n  Ea r ly  Childhood Educat ion.  AngeIo's mother took 

classes i n  h a i r d r e s s i n g  and gradua ted .  Given t h e i r  

e d u c a t i o n a l  backgrounds, al1  t h r e e  f a t h e r s  a t t a i n e d  jobs 

t h a t  w e r e  cons idered  to be b lue  collar employment 

(Bonutti,1998;Jansenf1985). Similar ts their spouses,  

a l1  t h r e e  women as m e m b e r s  of t h e  working c l a s s  occupied 

jobs t h a t  were gender-oriented:  h a i r d r e s s e r ,  e d u c a t i o n r l  

a s s i s t a n t ,  bank tel ler ,  s e c r e t a r y ,  f a c t o r y  worker 

( C o v e l l 0 ~ 1 9 6 7 ) .  

Sam, Jack and Angelo a t t e n d e d  elementary and secondary 

schoo l  where m o s t  t e a c h e r s  and s$udents  w e r e  of I t a l i a n  

h e r i t a g e .  The under lying assumption i s  t h i s :  given t h e  

school  and c o m u n i t y  environment, t h e i r  i d e n t i t y  as I t a l i a a  

i i r i g r a n t s  and t h e  i d e n t i t y  of their c h i l d r e n ' s  t e ache r s ,  

al1  t h r e e  sets of p a r e n t s  would be less h e s f t a n t  t o  

e s t a b l i s h  pa ren t - t eache r  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  t han  i f  they l i v e d  i n  

a heterogeneous e t h n i c  conmiunity and t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  a t tended 

schoo l s  where t e a c h e r s  and s t u d e n t s  were n o t  predori inantly 

of I t r l i a n  h e r i t a g e .  I t h e r e f o r e  e x p l o r e  t h e  n a t u r e  



and q u a l i t y  o f  t h e  r e l a t i o n s h i p s  between t h e i r  p a r e n t s  and 

t h e i r  e d u c a t o r s  i n  an  a t t e m p t  t o  unders tand  t h e  r o l e  

e t h n i c i t y  p layed  v i s - a - v i s  t h e  I t a l i a n  immigrant i d e n t i t y .  1 

asked:  T e l l  m e  about  t h e  rapport your  p a r e n t s  had w i t h  y o u r  

t e a c h e r s  i n  b o t h  e lementa ry  and h i g h  schoo l .  

"My ioi used t o  core i n ,  n o t  j u s t  f o r  my report card. My mou 
w.8 on top o f  me. My d r d ,  h e  c o u l d n f t  cire Iess k c a u s e  he 
kaeu iy moœ w a s  on  t o p  o f  m e  and t h a t  w a s  good enough f o r  
b i i .  My ia w a s  on t o p  of the whole s h i p ,  capta in img t h e  
s h i p .  My f a t h e r  w r s  soœewhere i n ' t h e  background. I f  ihr 
nmeded him wi th  t h e  whip he 'd  be t h e r e .  

"...My mom would a l s o  come t o  h e l p  out. She d i d  a l o t  more 
i n  e l w n t a r y  school .  She w a s  o n . t h e  PTA, t h e  P a r e n t  Teacher  
Assoca t ion .  P a r e n t a l  involvement  w a s  t h e r e ,  b u t  o n l y  i n  a 
l i m i t s d  f a sh ion .  

".. .[Sam's f a t h e r ]  P a r e n t s f  n i g h t ,  g r adua t i on  n i g h t ,  n i g h t s  
of s i g n i f i c a n t  i n t e r e s t .  But he w a s  more r a s e n r a d  t o o .  Mom 
w r s  rote p ro -ac t i ve  of t h e  two, by f a r .  1 t h i n k  y fmthe r  
f i r s t  saw my high  s c h o o l  when 1 was i n  g r ade  12 ,  when I 
g r a d u r t e d  or  maybe it was grade 9 d u r i n g  a p a r e n t  night; he 
nry have come then ,  maybe." 

JACK : 

"Oh, i y  m a  w a s  the p r e s i d e n t  of t h e  PTA, t h e  P a r e n t  T rache r  
A s r o c i a t i o n  i n  e lementa ry  s c h o o l .  She w r s  a lwrys  t h a r e  
b r u s e  she w a s  home. ... Later [when h i s  sister s t m r t m d  
school] uhe vo lun t ee r ed  h e r  tirne* ... She w a s  a lwayr  around 
us. 

". . .More my nom t h a n  m y  dad. My dad would c o m e  t o  sport 
e v e a t s .  And i y  mon would come for academic e v e n t s  and plays 
and t h i n g s  l i k e  t h a t .  And t h e y  would bo th  coie for 
g radua t i on .  



" . . . In high school, my mom did not get involved anyrore 
because she started working and so she had very little tire 
on her hands. And my dad only came to sport events. He still 
c- around because he had that flexibility. He was in real 
estate. " 

"Oh, iy r o m  always went to the parent-teacher interviews or 
my brother depending, depending on hou well I was doing in 
school. If 1 was doing bad she would send my brother. If 1 
w r r  doing well she would go. My brother could handle the 
situation better. He could understand English, trying to 
remmdy the situation whereas my mother could not. 

"[Referring to Parent Teacher Association meetings] ... No, 
that was always foreign to Our faiily. My parents didn't 
have mach experience in this sort of stuff nor do I think 
they would have been interested in participating in thrt 
sort of stuff. 1 think they were hesitant about it. The 
lryurge. They were fearful. They were uncoifortabla in that 
sort of situation. They just didn't know anything about it." 

The roles, responsibilities and levels of involvement 

which Sam's, Jack's and Angelo's parents delonstrated 

throughout their elementary and secondary school years 

indicakd a patriarchal family structure. In al1 three 

houoeholds the mothers typically stayed at home for periods 

of tirre, assumed the role of homemaker, and raised their 

children while the fathers went out to work. The fathers 

w e r e  the family breadwinners. The significance of this type 

of division of labour-working 'inside' versus 'outside' the 

fuily home--is that it established faiilial roles and 

rraponsibilities, which in turn, reinforced a male and 



female gender-based va lue  system, gender  b i a s e s  and 

s t e r eo types ,  t h e  e s sence  of which is p a t r i a r c h y .  

The p a t r i a r c h a l  fami ly  s t r u c t u r e  is exempl i f i ed  i n  

S m ' s  household i n  h i s  d e s c r i p t i o n  of p a r e n t a l  

r e c p o n s i b i l i t i e s ,  r o l e s ,  and a u t h o r i t y  i n  t h e  c o n t e x t  of h i s  

elementary and secondary school  yea r s .  Sam's depicts himself  

a s  a ship;  h i s  mother, t h e  c a p t a i n  and h i s  f a t h e r ,  h e r  whip. 

The i m p l i c a t i o n s  o f  this scena r io  are t h a t  Sam's f a t h e r  is 

t h e  u l t i r a t e  f ami ly  d i s c i p l i n a r i a n  and t h a t  he  and h i s  

s i b l i n g s  a r e  always under t h e  t h r e a t  of p h y s i c a l  punishment 

i f  t h e  'wrongr cho ice  is made. However, Sam's f a t h e r ' s  r e i g n  

ove r  h i s  family i s  to some e x t e n t  determined by the degree 

t o  which h i s  w i f e  and ch i ldren  keep him a p p r i s e d  of i s s u e s .  

The u i n t a n e n c e  o f  p a t r i a r c h y  depends on the dogree t o  which 

cultural and gender s o c i a l i z a t i o n  r o l e s  are i n c u l c a t e d  aad 

accepted (Covello,1967). 

I n  e lementary  and secondary schools ,  t h e  v i s i b i l i t y  of 

S u ' s ,  Jack's and Angelo's f a t h e r s  and mothers ,  a l though 

d i f f e r e n t ,  w e r e  p r i m a r i l y  determined by t h e i r  c u l t u r a l  v a l u e  

s y s t e r  and t h e i r  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of t h e i r  ' p l a c e , '  r o l e s  and 

r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s ,  as pa ren t s .  I t  was n o t  determined by t h e  

e t h n i c  h e r i t a g e  o f  t h e i r  sons t e a c h e r s  o r  s c h o o l  

a d n i n i s t r a t o r s  ( C o v e l l 0 ~ 1 9 6 7 ) .  



During elemeatary school,  Sam's and Jack's mothers w e r e  

t h e  v i s i b l e  parents .  They w e r e  t h e  ones who at tended 

iiiaetings, parent- teacher  in te rv iews ,  who volunteered their 

tirne, i n t e r a c t e d  and conversed wi th  admin i s t r a to r s  and 

t eache r s ,  Their  mothers w e r e  respons ib le  f o r  t h e i r  school ing  

as long a s  t h e r e  w e r e  no r e a l  problems o r  dec i s ions  t a  be 

u d e .  I n  t h e  event t h a t  t h i s  was not t h e  case ,  Sam [".-.My 

f r t h e r  w a s  sorewhere i n  t h e  background. If  she ( S r i ' s  

mther) needed h i m  with t h e  whip he'd be thare"] 

and Jack [..,Hom stayed home f o r  me and she  cooked, she 

cleaned. . .  she  made sure  w e  d i d  our homework. ..And so she 

w a s  always t h e r e  because she  was home."] both be l i eve  t h a t  

t h e i r  f a t h e r s  would have probably stepped i n  and t r k e n  

charge of t h e  s i t u a t i o n ,  from a p a r e n t a l  s tandpoin t ,  f o r  

they had t h e  u l t imate  c o n t r o l  and a u t h o r i t y  a s  t h e  f r r i l y  

p a t r i a r c h .  Angelofs experience w a s  d i f f e r e n t .  I n  Angelors  

case ,  even thaugh h i s  mother w a s  at home f o r  pe r iods  of 

tire, h e r  involvement i n  school a c t i v i t i e s  was l iaited t o  

parant- teacher  interviews.  And even then,  h e r  a t t e n d r a c e  w r s  

not always cons i s t en t .  I t  was corron p r a c t i c e  f o r  Angelo's 

a o t h e r  to send her  eldest m a l e  c h i l d  t o  in te rv iews  or  

n e t i n g s .  T h i s  was t h e  case i f  she  dfd not  feel c o a f o r t a b l e  

with  t h e  s i t u a t i o n ,  e i t h e r  because t h e  t eache r  o r  

a b r f n i s t r a t o r  was not  of I t a l i a n  background o r  becruse 



Ange10 w a s  exper iencing d i f f i c u l t i e s  i n  school o r  becruse 

she perceived t h e r e  t o  be a problem. I n  Angelo's housrhold, 

un l ike  Sam's or  Jack ' s ,  it w a s  h i s  a l d e r  b r o t h e r  who assumed 

t h e  r o l e  of  family p a t r i a r c h  vis-a-vis  h i s  school  

(Covello,1967). 

I n  high school,  t h e  l e v e l  of a t tendance,  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  

and v i s i b i l i t y  of Sam's and Jack 's  mother decreased 

dramat ica l ly .  The i r  involvenient w a s  l imi t ed  t o  pa ren t -  

t eache r  in t e rv iews  and meetings. This was t o  a l a r g e  e x t e n t  

t h e  r e s u l t  of t i m e  c o n s t r a i n t s ,  due to t h e i r  work schedules .  

By t h i s  tirne, both mothers w e r e  employed, I n  a d d i t i o n ,  at 

t h r t  tin, n e i t h e r  Sam nor Jack were t o o  kaon on the i d e s  of 

having t h e i r  mothers corne t o  school and becore acqua ia t rd  

wi th  t h e  s t a f f  o r  s tuden t  body. Sam's f a t h e r ' s  r o l e  r r i r i n e d  

the same. It was Jack ' s  f a t h e r  who 

t h i s  t i .  H i s  a t tendance was a s  a 

g r s .  Sam and Jack were both very 

became more v i s i b l e  at 

s p e c t a t o r  at  school  

a t h l e t i c  and o f t e n  made 

school teams. Even though both f a t h e r s  had f l e x i b l e  works 

schedules,  it w a s  J a c k ' s  f a t h e r  who at tended h i s  

son's g u s s .  Angelo's exper iences  d i f f e r e d  once r g r i n .  

A t  t h i s  s t a g e  of h i s  schooling,  it was Angelo's older 

brothar who a t tended  al1 parent- teacher  in t e rv iews  and 

school meetings. H i s  p a r e n t s  thought t h i s  bes t .  Angelo's 



b r o t h e r  w a s  an  alumni of the school  and was t h e r e f o r e  

f a m i l i a r  wi th  the staff and more knowledgeable about  school  

p ro toco l .  Equally impor tant ,  he w a s  fluent i n  Engl ish .  

Unlike Sam and Jack,  Angelo d i d  n o t  play any s p o r t s  nor  w a s  

ha involved i n  any o t h e r  e x t r a - c u r r i c u l a r  a c t i v i t i e s  such as 

studmnt counc i l ,  t h e  yearbook coiriittee, gradua t ion  

c m i t t e e ,  etc. T h i s  w a s  n o t  encouraged by h i s  p a r e n t s  

or by h i s  o l d e r  s i b l i n g s .  i ~ i s  s t u d i e s  were h i s  fami ly ' s  i r i n  

focus  and concern.  

As 1 l i s t e n e d  t o  Sam, Jack and Angelo d e s c r i b e  t h e  

r o l e s  and p a r t i c i p a t i o n  l e v e l s  of  t h e i r  p a r e n t s  dur ing  t h e i r  

e l e m n t a r y  and secondary school  y e a r s ,  1 found t h a t  their 

exper iances  w e r e  t h e  results of s e v e r a l  f a c t o r s .  These 

i nc lude  t h e  I t a l i a n  immigrant i d e n t i t y  of  t h e i r  p a r e n t s  and 

t h e i r  own i n d i v i d u a l  s t r u g g l e s  to e s t a b l i s h  t h e i s e l v e s  as 

e n t i t i e s  w i t h i n  an  e t h n i c  frame of  r e f e r ence .  How d i d  S m ,  

Jack and Angelo want t h e i r  p a r e n t s  t o  be perce ived  w i t h i n  

the con tex t  of t h e i r  schools ,  a iong t h e i r  t e r c h e r s ?  Hou d i d  

thmy t h a i s e l v e s  want to be perceived? W e r e  t h ey  going t o  

e s t a b l i s h  t h e r s c l v e s  as I t a l i a n ,  Anglo-Canadian o r  I t a l i a n -  

Canadian? Hou d i d  t h e i r  schools  c o n t r o l  t h e  shaping of t h e i r  

e t h n i c  i d e n t i t i e s ?  U e r e  Sam, Jack and Angelo a l s o  expected 

t o  be the end produc ts  of  t h e  c u l t u r a l  h e r i t a g e  and 

t h e  s o c i a l ,  p o l i t i c a l  and econonic c i rcui rç tances  of  t h e i r  



parents; would t h e y  choose to emulate t h e i r  pa ren t s ,  under 

d i f f e r e n t  c i rcumstances;  o r  would they  choose t o  be 
8 

d i f f e r e n t  from t h e i r  p a r e n t s ,  no t  f u l l y  unders tanding t h e  

realities of t h e i r  choices (Iacovetta,l992;Li,l990)? The 

I t a l i a n  immigration exper iences  of  t h e i r  parents e s t a b l i s h e d  

t h e i r  coaifort  l e v e l s  which, i n  t u r n ,  determined t h e i r  

involvement and v i s i b i l i t y  i n  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n ' s  schools .  In 

tFiie, Sam's, Jack's and Angelofs  coiafort l e v e l s  around t h e  

prospect of having t h e i r  p a r e n t s  ' i n '  and ' v i s i b l e '  i n  t h e i r  

schools  were i n  response  t o  t h e i r  own i d e n t i t i e s .  

I n  conclus ion,  based on t h e i r  own educa t iona l  

backgrounds, occupa t ions  and I t a l i a n  imaigran t  i d e n t i t i e s ,  

a l1  t h r e e  mothers e s t a b l i s h e d  r appor t s  w i th  t h e i r  c h i l d r e n s '  

t e r c h e r s  (Covello, 1967 ) . This  i n  i t s e l f  is somewhrt 

rerrrkable given the f a c t  t h a t  they had no prev ious  

exper ience  t o  h e l p  them nor  w e r e  they  f a m i l i a r  w i th  t h e  

tules, r e g u l a t i o n s  and n o m s  of t h e  Canadian educa t ion  

s y s t c b m  o r  i ts  t e a c h e t s .  Under t h e  circumstances,  t h e y  

d i d  the b e s t  t hey  cou ld  and be l ieved  t h a t  w e r e  a c t i n g  i n  t h e  

b o t  i n t e r e s t  of their ch i ld ren .  
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CEAPTER S I X :  CONCLUSION 

Th i s  s t udy  posed two ques t i ons :  (1) What were t h e  

expe r i ences  of Sam, Jack and Ange10 as f i r s t  genera t ion  

Canadian m a l e s  o f  I t a l i a n  h e r i t a g e ,  between t h e  ages of 23  

and 25,- who  a t t ended  elementary and secondary schools  where 

most s t u d e n t s  and t e n c h e r s  were o f  I t a l i a n  h e r i t a g e ?  And ( 2 )  

fIow d i d  a t t e n d i n g  a school  where m o s t  of t h e  s t u d e n t s  and 

t e a c h e r s  w e r e  of  I t a l i a n  h e r i t a g e  h e l p  t h e s e  t h r e e  males 

c o n r t r u c t  t h e i r  pe rcep t ions  of e t h n i c  i d e n t i t i e s ,  a pracess 

which shaped and f a c i l i t a t e d  t h e i r  own i d e n t i t i e s  as 

Italians? 

I n  response  t o  t h e  f i r s t  ques t i on ,  Sam's, Jack ' s  and 

Angelo 's  e l e n e n t a r y  and secondary school  exper iences  c l e a r l y  

i n d i c a t e  t h a t  t h e s e  t h r e e  males d i d  no t  develop meaningful 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s  wi th  t e a c h e r s  who shared t h e i r  I t a l i a n  

h e r i t a g e .  I n s t ead ,  they  connected w i th  t e a c b e r s  who w e r e  

c u l t u r a l l y  and/or  r a c i a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  ( C o l a l i l l o , l 9 8 l ) .  The  

t e a c h e r s  who shared Sam's, Jack ' s  and Angelo's I t a l i a n  

heritage w e r e  more prone t o  be a g e n t s  o f  e n c u l t u r a t i o n  and 

thersfore appeared ' d i f f e r s n t '  and 'rewte.' Perhaps t h i s  

w r s  the b e s t  way ,  t h i s  group of  educa tors  thought ,  to serve 

and holp t h e i r  own kind succeed i n  t h e  s y s t o a  and i n  s o c i e t y  

as a whole? O r  it ntay have been t h a t  they  were abcorlmd w i t h  



t h e i r  own i s s u e s ,  and n e i t h e r  consc ious  nor concerned w i th  

t h e  problems exper ienced  by Sam, , Jack  and Angelo and o t h e r s  

like them. Sam, Jack  and Ange10 connected  w i t h  t e a c h e r s  who 

w e r e  c u l t u r a l l y  and /o r  r a c i a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  because  t h i s  group 

of t e a c h e r s  p rov ided  them with t h e  autonomy t h e y  needed i n  

order t o  c o n s t r u c t  t b e i r  own s e n s e  of  s e l f .  Botb g roups  

of t e r c h e r s  ( i . e . ,  t h o s e  of I t a l i s n  and n o n - I t a l i a n  

h e r i t a g e )  expe r i enced  t h e  sage d i s c o n n e c t i o n  as nœwcorers to 

a s y r t s a  t h a t  p r a c t i c e d  c u l t u r a l ,  r a c i a l ,  gender and 

econonic d i s c r i m i n a t i o n  th rough  i t s  cu r r i cu lum,  t e a c h i n g  

s t y l e s  and s c h o o l  p e l i c i e s  and practices and y e t ,  SM,  Jack  

and Angelo i d e n t i f i e d  and connected  w i th  t e a c h e r s  who d i d  

not share t h e i r  I t a l i a n  h e r i t a g e .  

I n  e l e n t a r y  and i n  h igh  schoo l ,  SM, J ack  and Angelo 

e s t a b l i s h e d  and main ta ined  f r i e n d s h i p s  w i t h  s t u d e n t s  they 

perce ived  t o  be the 'same.' Fo r  Sam and Jack t h e  d e f i n i t i o n  

of ' s a r anes s '  a p p l i e d  t o  anyone wbo sha r ed  t h e i r  I t a l i r n  

h e r i t a g e .  Angelo, on t h e  o t h e r  band, w a s  even m o r e  

s e l e c t i v e .  H e  o n l y  i d e n t i f i e d  and connected  w i t h  s t u d e n t s  

whose p a r e n t s  w e r e  from t h e  same r eg ion  i n  I t a l y  as h i s  

own--Fruili.  Perhaps,  t h e  d i f f e r s n c e s  i n  Sam's, Jack's and 

Angelors p e r c e p t i o n s  o f  who is and who is n o t  f t a l i a n  i s  

roo ted  i n  their p a r e n t s '  i n t e r p t e t a t i o n s  of Italy's nor th -  

south c u l t u r a l  dichotoaay (Covel lo,1967).  I n t e r e s t i n g l y ,  each  



of thœse three males had opportunities to establish 

friendships with non-ftalian peers, but each refused. Their 

choice of friends was determined,by their circumstances, 

their psychological and emotional needs, their fears of 

rejection and/or alienation. The irony of Sam's, Jack's 

and Angelo's experiences is that these three males perceived 

therselves to be privileged, and when they interacted with 

non-white, non-Italian peers they practiced--whethœr 

consciously or unconsciously--the same discririnatory 

trctics and prejudicial behaviours that plagued their 

Italian imigrant parents (Iacovetta,l992). The i i g r r n t  

expariences of their parents did not make theoe three males 

aukritive to the identities and experiences of their 

non-Xtalian classmates, nor did it make thei cognizrnt of 

the privileges they had accrued as second generation 

Italian. In interacting with their non-Italian clasriates, 

Sam, Jack and Ange10 engagsd in unequal power relationships 

and inflicted whether intentionally or unintentionally, the 

s r i c  prejudical experiences their Italian immigrant parents 

endured (Iacovetta,l992). 

Ln ansuer to the second question, in school, Su's, 

Jack's and Angelo's teachers, whether of Italian heritrge or 

not, wsre assfgned the roles of significant others, whether 

consciously or unconsciously, and in different ways 



influœnced and shaped each of the three's construction of a 

self-identity and their positioning of 'self' and 'othrr.' 

From their testimonies it is apparent that Saar, Jack and 

Ange10 did not fear their teachers, nor did they wiah to 

emulate them. Uhat they wanted was to be their own pernons. 

Their classrates shaped and maintained their identities. The 

coatext of S M ' S ,  Jack's and Angelo's school environments 

allowed them to be Italian. But ingrained in their 

Italian-ness were periods in which they indulged in 

ethnocantrfsm (DfAntonio,1975). 

In conclusion, S M ' S ,  Jack's and Angelo's elmmentrry 

u d  srcondary school environments and experiences ehapd and 

iafluœnced their construction of identities, whether 

Italian, Anglo-Canadian or Italian-Canadian and deteriinrd 

their perceptions of 'selff and 'others.' Perceptions which 

have, over the yearç, remained essentially the samet. 

Interrstingly, in the construction of their identities, is 

the issue of gender and religion. Their Italian ethnic 

identity is intertwined with their male gender identity and 

Roman Catholic religion. 

In response to my own "personal" issues: first, 

asmwiag thrt every taacher is viewed either conacioumly or 

uncor.iourly as a role iodel, does my Italirn Canadian 



e t h n i c i t y  c o n s t i t u t e  a p o s i t i v e  f a c t o r  i n  t h e  f u t u r e  l i v e s  

of y students, making m e  a net enhancer  i n  t h e i r  chances of 

success i n  an i n c r e a s i n g l y  p l u r a l i s t i c  s o c i e t y ,  one less and 

less dominated by a w h i t e  mglo-Saxon e l i t e ?  O r  second, 

making t h e  same assumption,  d o e s ' t h e  e t h n i c i t y  1 s h a r e  w i t h  

my s t u d o n t s  amount t o  an  encumbrance upon t h e i r  chances of  

future success i n  that wider s o c i e t y  by suggertiag perhrps 

thrt  t h e i r  e t h n i c  corrruni ty is of  s u f f i c i e n t  s i te  and 

matu r i t y  that e n c u l t u r a t i o n  o f  its young can  be c a r r i e d  

o u t  by " t h e i r  own k ind , "  the reby  i n c r e a s i n g  the chances of 

t h e i r  developing an e tbn i ca l l y -de t e rmined  "world view," a t  

k a t  of only marginal  b e n e f i t  t o  them i n  making t h e i r  w r y  in 

t k r t  w i & t  s o c i e t y ?  

1 have come t o  t h e  r e a l i z a t i o n  t h a t  as a t e a c h e r  1 n 

uhethar consc ious ly  o r  unconciously cast as a t o l e  d e l  by 

al1 my s t u d e n t s .  The c o n t e x t  (i.e., my ferale gander s t a t u s ,  

my I t a l i a n  h e r i t a g e ,  my educa t i ona l  background, my 

pro fe s s ion ,  my ecomic s t a t u s ,  etc.) i n  which 1 M perce ived  

or  nasured  w i l l  u l t i a i a t e l y  be  d e t e m i n e d  by my s t u d e n t s '  

psycho log ica l ,  i n t e l l e c t u a l ,  social and emot ional  needs,  

coupled w i t b  my p e r c e p t i o n s  o f  them as people  wi th  

i d e n t i t i e s .  To sone s t u d e n t s ,  1 may be  a sou rce  of refuge, 

to o t h e r s  an a l l y .  And yet, 1 am sure t h e r e  are thocs Yho 

deam m i nconaequen t i a l  o r  perceive m e  to be an  opponmnt. 



After listening to the testirnonies of Sam, Jack and 

-10, 1 question whether 1 as an educator made rny 

siamificent difference i n  my own ethnic corrunity and 

wLether the difference 1 made, if any, would be any 

different than if X taught in schools where students uœre 

culturally and racially diverse.' 

As an educator, 1 chose to teach in order to coanact. 

As an nowly appointed adrinistrator, 1 plan to question 

school policies and practices; the curriculum and its hiëàen 

aganda; the motives and actions of teachers; the 

percœptions, attitudes and achievements of students; and the 

attendance and involvement of parents. It is not i y  intent 

to b l m  but to raise a consciousness, a n g  al1 

st.hoLolders, of the political realities of ethnic, racial, 

w r  and econoœic identities in the context of school rad 

school experiences. Perhaps, 1 chose to be a school 

administrator so thaé 1 might empower  others to make 

connections. 

In the role of school adainistrator, 1 begin to ask 

ipaelf hou will 1 constructivaly address issues of 

ibntities within the context of a school and its corrunity? 

Bar do 1 avoid replicating the experiences, the perceptions 

of S u ,  Jack and Angelo? Bow do 1 ensure that 1 see thhgs 



for what they are rather than what 1 would l i k e  them to  

be? How do 1 address opponents, confront o b s t a c l e s ?  
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INTERVIEW QUESTIOHNAIRE Appendix 1 

Name : 
Date of Birth: 
Age : 

Tell me about your family. 

What is your father's level of education? 
What is your father's occupational status? 

What is your motherfs level of education? 
What is your motherfs occupational status? 

Where did your family live when you attended elenntary 
school? 

Describe the ethnic background of your neighbourhood(s) 
(Le., exclusively Italian, mostly Italian, mixed, 
mostly non-Italian, almost completely non-Italian). 

Describe the socioeconomic status of your 
neighbourhood(s) (i.e., upper-class, middle-class, 
lower-middle class, working class). 

At what age did you start school? What grade were you 
in? Uhat elementaxy school(s) did you attend? Location. 

Uhat was the ethnic background of the school principal, 
vice-principal, teachers and students? 

What do you remenber the aost about your elewntary 
school? 

1s there anything that comas to mind when you think 
back to your elementary school years? 

Tell me about your friends. Did they attend the same 
high school? Do you still keep in touch? 

If you could what would you change, if anything, about 
your elementary school years? 

Hhat were your grades like in elementary school? 

Did you connect with a particular teacher or staff 
member? Discuss. 

Uhere did you live when you attended high school? If 
different from elementary school, describe the ethnic 
background and socioeconomic status of your 



neighbourhood . 
What h igh  s c h o o l ( s )  d i d  you a t t e n d ?  

What w a s  t h e  e t h n i c  make-up of  your h igh schoo l  
( i .e. ,  s choo l  admin i s t r aa to r s ,  t e a c h e r s ,  f e l l ow  
s t u d e n t s )  ? 

I n t o  what programme ( i .e . ,  en r i ched ,  advanced, g e n e r a l ,  
b a s i c )  w e r e  you placed i n  h igh  schoo l?  Who influencmd 
your programme s e l e c t i o n ?  How? 

What w a s  your  g rade  p o i n t  average  i n  h igh school?  

Did you have a par t - t ime  job  d u r i n g  h igh  schoo l?  
Discuss  w h y  o r  why not .  

What amb i t i ons  d i d  you have f o r  y o u r s e l f  whi le  you were 
i n  h igh s choo l?  Did anyone i n f l u e n c e  you o r  p l a y  a  r o ï e  
i n  your cho i ce s?  Discuss.  

Thinking back t o  both elementary and seconda- schoo l ,  
d e s c r i b e  your  r e l a t i o n s h i p  w i t h  t e a c h e r s .  Discuss  
p a r e n t  involvement i n  your s c h o o l s  i n  g e n e r a l  and t h e  
involvement o f  your  own p a r e n t s  i n  p a r t i c u l a r .  Discuss 
t h e  r a p p o r t  your  p a r e n t s  had w i t h  t e a c h e s s ,  p r i n c i p a l s  
and v i c e - p r i n c i p a l s .  

A r e  t h e r e  any p a r t i c u l a r  expe r i ences  o r  mernories t h r t  
corne t o  mind when you t h i n k  back t o  your  e l e n n t r r y  or 
high school days. 

Did t h e  f a c t  t h a t  you w e r e  I t a l i a n  i n  any w a y  a f f e c t  
t h e  fr iends  you made, t h e  way you behaved, your  
a t t i t u d e  abou t  schoo l  dur ing  e lementary  and h igh  
school?  Discuss .  

Do you t h i n k  your  I t a l i a n  e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y  i n f l uenced  o r  
affected your school  exper iences  o r  the c h o i c e s  you 
made w h i l e  i n  schoo l?  

W a s  your  e t h n i c  i d e n t i t y  an  i s s u e  f o r  you a t  schoo l ,  
among classrnates, t e ache r s ,  s choo l  a d m i n i s t r a t o r s ?  

Uas your e t h n i c  f d e n t i t y  an  issue for you at home wi th  
your parents, fami ly  members, neighbours? 

What is  your h i g h e s t  l e v e l  of  educa t ion?  What f a c t o r s  



do you think contributed to this attainment? Discuss. 

25. What is your occupational status? 
What is the occupational status of your siblings? 

26. Are you currently in school? Do you have plans to 
return to school on a part-time or full-time basis? 
Discuss. 

27. What is your opinion of the education system and the 
way schools operate? Discuss. 

28. Final coments. 




