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ABSTRACT
This article explores information gathering work undertaken 
by immigrant parents before choosing their children’s high 
school in Montreal. Rooted in an interpretive sociology, it 
explores the experiences, challenges, and specific needs as 
they gather information and their agency and proactiveness 
to mitigate feelings of ignorance and lack of referents by 
leveraging their skills, advantages, or privileges. It also exam
ines similarities in participants’ experience and variations 
explained by reconfigured academic capital and/or acquired 
local social capital and pathways in the host society. By 
focusing on a seldom-studied category in information gather
ing work, this article sheds light on experiences as yet rarely 
explored.
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Introduction

Claimed as freedom of choice by some parents and political actors (van 
Zanten, 2009), school choice policies, regulated or not, generally follow the 
logic of competition among educational institutions (Felouzis et al., 2013). The 
emergence of such policies was particularly evident during the 1980s and 
1990s in Western countries like the United States and the United Kingdom 
(Felouzis et al., 2013). School boundary maps also became more malleable in 
other countries, including France and Portugal (van Zanten, 2009). In Canada, 
even though there are no formalized school choice policies, some provinces1 

gave parents a greater choice of public schools and partly subsidize private 
schools like British Columbia, Alberta, and Quebec (Bosetti & Gereluk, 2016). 
Thus emerged a trend in Western countries: greater freedom for parents to 
choose their children’s schools (Mons, 2007; Oplatka, 2007).

For parents, choosing a school requires having information about schools 
and their programs, laws and legislation governing admission, and local school 
market dynamics, as well as being able to evaluate this information (Delale- 
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O’Connor, 2019; Saltmarsh, 2023; van Zanten, 2009). Studies of parents’ 
information gathering work prior to school choice, i.e., the process of finding 
and evaluating information about schools, have focused primarily on the 
effects of parents’ socioeconomic status (SES) or their level of education 
(Ball & Vincent, 1998; Fong, 2019; Gewirtz et al., 1995; Teske et al., 2007; 
Wright-Costello & Phillippo, 2020). Therefore, it is important to examine the 
effects of other individual characteristics on information gathering, particu
larly that of being an immigrant parent, which has yet received little attention 
(Byrne & De Tona, 2012; Weekes-Bernard, 2007).

Because of its growing immigrant population (Statistics Canada, 2022a)2 

and selective immigration policies resulting in a highly educated immigrant 
population (Rothon et al., 2009), Canada is a relevant context to explore 
information gathering work undertaken by immigrant parents, and more 
specifically Quebec, one of the three main provinces where newcomers estab
lish themselves, and where school choice is particularly prevalent (Bosetti & 
Gereluk, 2016). Indeed, in Quebec, since the 1960s, most private schools are 
partly subsidized, which has helped reduce tuition fees and increase enroll
ment. To compete with private schools, in the 1980s, public schools began to 
offer programs called “special pedagogical projects” (SPPs) to selected stu
dents. Amendments to the Education Act in the late 1990s gave greater free
dom to schools to define their SPPs and admission criteria, and to parents to 
choose among the public schools. These dynamics have contributed to the 
diversification and hierarchization of the educational offerings and to school 
choice, especially at the secondary level and in urban contexts like Montreal 
(Hurteau & Duclos, 2017; Kamanzi, 2019; Plourde, 2022), which also wel
comes most of Quebec’s newcomers (McAndrew & Audet, 2021).

Therefore, this article explores immigrant parents’ experiences of gathering 
information to choose their children’s secondary school in Montreal. To do so, 
it uses data from a qualitative study of thirty immigrant parents’ experiences of 
choosing Francophone public or private high schools3 in Montreal.

Information gathering work: what about immigrant parents?

Generally, the more parents know about schools and their programs, laws and 
legislation governing admission, and local school market dynamics, the more 
likely they are to choose a school that matches their goals and expectations 
and/or the learning needs of their children (Schneider et al., 1998). That said, 
the literature shows that parents are not equally equipped to choose a school 
because they do not have equal access to information (Delale-O’Connor, 2019; 
Saltmarsh, 2023; Sattin-Bajaj, 2016). This disparity is linked to the resources 
expended to gather information (André-Bechely, 2013).

Information gathering work requires skills, advantages, and privileges (Bell,  
2009; Gewirtz et al., 1995; Teske & Schneider, 2001), including knowing where 
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to obtain information, having access to a variety of information sources, 
having time to become informed and obtain a variety of detailed information, 
being able to compare information received and identify gaps, contradictions, 
and biases, understanding information contained in official documents, and 
“making fine distinctions between different institutions’ policies and practices, 
[. . .] engaging in relevant dialogue with school principals and teachers” 
(Felouzis et al., 2013, p. 81).4

Literature has shown that information gathering work is influenced by 
parents’ SES (Ball & Vincent, 1998; Fong, 2019; Gewirtz et al., 1995; Wright- 
Costello & Phillippo, 2020). Indeed, higher SES parents usually possess 
resources, or have access to resources, and skills that come in handy during 
information gathering work (Ball, 2003; Holmes Erickson, 2017; Schneider & 
Buckley, 2002; van Zanten, 2009). Also, the ways school choice policies (or 
laws and legislation governing admissions) are designed and implemented 
facilitate higher SES parents’ information gathering work: the system is work
ing in their favor, and they navigate it more easily (Ball, 2003; Felouzis et al.,  
2013; van Zanten, 2009). Therefore, higher SES parents are generally better 
informed about options available (Devine, 2004; Schneider et al., 1997; Teske 
et al., 2007).

That said, a growing body of research has pointed out that information 
gathering work is influenced by other individual and/or familial characteris
tics. For example, it can also be influenced by parents’ religious affiliations. 
Indeed, religions can shape a person’s interpretation of the social world and 
influence their preferences, interests, and choices, including the school they 
choose for their children (Bulman, 2004; Denessen et al., 2005; Leukert, 2021). 
Some parents of faith also rely on members of their religious community to 
obtain information about schools, considering them a valuable and reliable 
source of information (Bosetti, 2004). Parents’ ethnocultural or racial back
ground can also shape the information gathering work in different ways 
(Byrne, 2009; Lareau, 2014; Pattillo et al., 2014; Reay, 2008). For example, in 
the United Kingdom, black middle-class parents, fearing racism and discrimi
nation, dismiss out of hand public schools whose student populations are 
mostly white (Vincent et al., 2012; Weekes-Bernard, 2007). In the United 
States, some researchers have pointed out that white parents are more sensitive 
to students’ ethnocultural or racial background than black parents when 
choosing a school (Saporito & Lareau, 1999), while others have “document[ed] 
high priority that [black] parents give to education; their strong desires to put 
their children in good schools; and the dearth of information and resources at 
their disposal” (Pattillo, 2015, p. 47).

But what about the characteristic of being an immigrant parent? Thus far, 
little research has focused specifically on this category of parent (Byrne & De 
Tona, 2012; Weekes-Bernard, 2007). Nevertheless, it is important to examine 
information gathering work performed by immigrant parents to choose their 
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children’s school. First, they may be disadvantaged when gathering informa
tion, at least temporarily and especially during their first years in the host 
society (Byrne & De Tona, 2012). Second, their information gathering work 
may be influenced by the particular relationship they cultivate with the 
educational system of the host society. Indeed, for many immigrants, the 
migratory project focused on social emancipation through their children’s 
education (Adams & Kirova, 2011; Byrne & De Tona, 2012). This is also the 
case in Canada (Li, 2001) and in Quebec (Charette, 2016; Kanouté & 
Lafortune, 2010). Finally, in Canada, due to selective immigration policies 
(Rothon et al., 2009), the immigrant population’s level of education is higher 
than of the general one (Statistics Canada, 2022b). This is also true in the 
province of Quebec (Lessard, 2023)5 and in Montreal, its metropole (Homsy & 
Scarfone, 2016).6 Table 1 presents other characteristics of Montreal’s immi
grant population.

Additionally, Quebec in general and Montreal in particular are relevant 
contexts to explore information gathering work undertaken by immigrant 
parents because of the prevalence of school choice and school market 
dynamics, especially at the secondary level (Hurteau & Duclos, 2017; 
Kamanzi, 2019; Plourde, 2022). Therefore, the next section presents key 
elements of Quebec’s educational system and laws and regulation governing 
admissions, Montreal’s school market, and school choice prevalence in general 
and among immigrants.

Quebec and Montreal: secondary school markets

In Quebec, public and private primary9 and secondary10 schools must follow 
the Ministry of Education’s compulsory curriculum (regular program). 
However, they do enjoy a certain amount of freedom to define programs 
and admission criteria. As a result, some private schools (subsidized or not) 
espouse specific pedagogical or philosophical ideals or a religious orientation, 
while others offer enriched programs11 (e.g., sciences, mathematics and/or 
languages) and use admission exams to select students. In the public sector, 

Table 1. Characteristics of Montreal’s immigrant population in 2016.
Percentage of population by generation status First-generation immigrant7 (38,0%) 

Second-generation immigrant8 (21,0%)
Immigrants’ top 5 countries of origin Haiti (8,6%) 

Algeria (6,9%) 
Italy (6,4%) 
France (6,2%) 
Morocco (5,9%)

Immigrants’ admission categories Economic (54,0%) 
Sponsored by family (28,0%) 
Refugee (16,0%) 
Other (2,0%)

Source: Montréal en statistiques (2018), Statistics Canada, Census 2016.

JOURNAL OF SCHOOL CHOICE 327



a variety of SPPs are offered (Pilote et al., 2018), which most are enriched12 and 
selective (through admission exams or evaluation of the academic record). The 
SPPs include sports study, music, theater, sciences, arts study, and interna
tional studies. Most public schools offer various SPPs and the regular program 
(compulsory curriculum). Some public schools are devoted to one SPP. In 
general, such freedom has contributed to the diversification of educational 
offerings, but more importantly to its hierarchization into regular public 
(compulsory curriculum), enriched public (most SPPs), and private, that is 
a three-tiered system (Lessard & Levasseur, 2007), especially at the secondary 
level.

Furthermore, parents have the freedom, though not without limit, to choose 
their children’s primary and secondary schools. First, under the Charter of the 
French Language (also known as Bill 101), parents must choose public or 
subsidized private Francophone primary and secondary schools unless they 
are entitled to send their children to public or private Anglophone schools 
(and decide to) or choose an unsubsidized private school (of any language of 
instruction). Second, in the private sector, if parents can afford tuition13 and 
their children meet the admission criteria, they can select the private school 
(subsidized or not) of their choice regardless of where they live. Third, in the 
public sector, regions are divided into school service centers (SSCs) or school 
boards (SBs).14 According to the Education Act, each child is assigned an SSC, 
or SB15 if eligible for instruction in English16 and opt for it, and a public school 
within it. More specifically, unless the child is redirected toward special 
education, they can be admitted to their assigned school’s regular program 
or SPP if they meet admission requirements. According to the Education Act, 
parents can request to change schools within their SSC if the assigned school 
does not offer the desired SPP. Also, if none of the schools in the assigned SSC 
offer the desired SPP, parents can seek a school’s SPP of another SSC. In both 
cases, SPP admission criteria must be met, which vary from one SPP to 
another. Parents must also be able to pay SPP tuition.17

These laws and regulations allow some form of school choice at the primary 
and secondary levels, though it is greater at the last one. Indeed, in 2020–2021, 
at the elementary level, 6,0% of the students are enrolled in a private school in 
Quebec, 3,0% a public sector SPP, and 91,0% in the regular public, and at the 
secondary level, 20,5% of the students attend a private school, 19,0% a public 
sector SPP, and 60,0% the regular public (Plourde, 2022). Immigrant parents 
are no exception to this trend (Grenier, 2022; Grenier & Magnan, 2022): 
around 25,0% of first-generation and second-generation students attend 
a private school at the elementary and secondary levels (Mc Andrew et al.,  
2013).

Moreover, these laws and regulations contributed to the inequity of access 
to the various educational offerings, but above all to the three-tiered system 
(regular public, enriched public and private). Indeed, because of entrance 
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exams and tuition fees, students from a higher SES background have much 
greater chances to attend a private school (subsidized or not) or an enriched 
public program (SPPs) (Kamanzi, 2022), leading to socially segregated schools 
(Plourde, 2022; Conseil supérieur de l’éducation, 2016). The chances to enroll 
in private schools also vary according to students’ parents’ region of origin: 
“students with immigrant parents from East Asia, North Africa, the Middle 
East and Europe, and from an Anglo-Saxon country are more likely to attend 
private schools” (Kamanzi, 2022, p. 118).18 Furthermore, the three-tiered 
system at the secondary level plays a role in social reproduction: chances of 
accessing postsecondary education vary depending on which tiered is pursued 
(Kamanzi, 2019; Maroy & Kamanzi, 2017; Kamanzi et al. 2020). The effects of 
school choice on social reproduction have been pointed out in other Western 
countries, such as the United States and the United Kingdom (Beuermann & 
Kirabo Jackson, 2022; Gorard et al., 2001; Holmes Erickson, 2017; Noden,  
2000).

As a result, in the Canadian province of Quebec, parents encounter 
a diversified but mainly hierarchical educational system, a school market, 
especially at the secondary level and in urban centers (Kamanzi, 2019, 2022; 
Maroy & Kamanzi, 2017; Plourde, 2022). Montreal is one of the places in 
Quebec where secondary-level school market dynamics are most pronounced, 
as well as school choice. Indeed, according to Hurteau and Duclos (2017), over 
50,0% of high school students attend private school or public-sector SPPs in 
Montreal.19 Also, in Montreal, school market dynamics are likely to contribute 
to socially and racially segregated schools (Plourde, 2022), as in other 
Canadian urban contexts (Yoon et al., 2023) or other Western countries like 
the United Kingdom (Burgess et al., 2005) and the United States (Berends,  
2015; Lareau, 2014; Singer, 2020; Monarrez et al., 2022), even though Canada’s 
educational systems are not as highly racially segregated than those of its 
neighboring country (Bosetti et al., 2017).

If the effects of school choice on educational pathways and social reproduc
tion are better understood in Quebec in general and in Montreal in particular, 
little is known about information gathering work prior such choice. As Delale- 
O’Connor (2019) points it out: “understanding the flow and dissemination of 
information will play a critical role in not only families’ outcomes in the 
processes but also an understanding of choice systems (in)equitability” 
(1008). What do parents, immigrant parents in this case, do to gather infor
mation? What information or support do they have access to? Are there any 
inequalities in access to information and support? A better understanding of 
information gathering work undertaken by immigrant parents will provide 
additional details about school market dynamics, school choice laws and 
regulations, and educational offerings stratification in Montreal, Quebec, 
Canada. It will also give some insights into immigrants’ integration in 
Quebec, Canada.
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When analyzing information gathering work prior to school choice in 
Quebec and Montreal, it is important to know that there are no official policies 
or channels to disseminate information or support parents through the pro
cess, an approach that could limit inequalities in accessing information. This 
lack also means that there are no guidelines (Grenier, 2020) to direct the 
discourses and practices of teachers, principals, and other school actors often 
used as sources of information (Lareau, 2011; Neild, 2005; Saltmarsh, 2023). 
Parents are therefore left to rely on the good will of the school or its staff to 
inform them, which opens the door to inequitable practices not only between 
public and private schools, but also within them. They are also left to rely on 
their skills and resources to gather information.

Despite the absence of official policies or channels to disseminate informa
tion or provide support, parents whose children attend a primary public 
school receive a letter from their SSC or assigned public high school at the 
beginning of their children’s grade 5 or 6. This letter informs them of public 
high school enrollment deadlines and SPPs admission exam dates. 
Furthermore, a variety of information sources are available in the public 
space, if parents are aware of them or able to access them. For example, 
each year the Fraser Institute publishes its ranking of Quebec high schools.20 

There are also many parent forums on social media (e.g., Facebook) and other 
websites. SSC and public and private high school websites also contain infor
mation about programs, admission criteria, and more. Furthermore, school 
choice and the three-tiered system have been a matter of public debate in 
Quebec for many years. The topic is regularly covered in the newspapers 
(Morasse, 2021; Nadeau, 2022; Vigneault, 2023).

Analytical framework

In this article, the analysis focuses on information gathering work as experi
enced by immigrant parents in Quebec’s context, and more specifically 
Montreal’s context, and on resources they use to perform it. Therefore, the 
analytical framework is rooted in an interpretive sociology, as inspired by Max 
Weber. The analytical framework also applies Bourdieu’s concept of capital, 
which is defined as the volume of resources, and not only economical but also 
cultural, social and symbolical, that individuals possess and can use for their 
benefit and advancement (Bourdieu, 1986). More specifically, it mobilizes 
Bourdieu’s concepts of cultural capital, and more specifically its institutiona
lized form, i.e., academic capital, and social capital (1979, 1980), more speci
fically its local form, i.e., local social capital, given their significance in 
information gathering work in relation to school choice (Byrne & De Tona,  
2012; Felouzis et al., 2013; van Zanten, 2009). The concept of informational 
capital, referring to informational resources held in relation to a specific 
education system, is also used (Héran, 1996).
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Cultural capital includes individuals’ cultural resources acquired 
throughout life (Bourdieu, 1979). Cultural resources are lenses to inter
pret the social world and are shaped by individuals’ positions. They are 
also referents or skills that can be used in specific contexts or situations, 
as when making a choice, to the individuals’ advantage. Bourdieu (1986) 
identified three forms of cultural capital: objective (e.g., owned cultural 
goods), embodied (e.g., mannerisms), and institutionalized (e.g., level of 
education), which he refers to as academic capital. Drawing on Bourdieu’s 
definition of academic capital (1979), i.e., the level of education attained, 
and considering school choice is often a family decision (Blanchard & 
Cayouette-Remblière, 2011; van Zanten, 2009), in this article, academic 
capital, refers to the household’s level of education attained, i.e., the 
highest level of education attained by one of the parents of a specific 
household.

The concept of social capital refers to resources (e.g., access to informa
tion) to which individuals have access through their social networks (e.g., 
colleagues and family members) and can mobilize to their advantage 
(Bourdieu, 1980). More precisely, according to Bourdieu, “social capital is 
the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to 
possession of a durable network or more or less institutionalized relation
ships of mutual acquaintance and recognition – or in other words, to 
membership in a group” (1986, p. 21). If social capital is linked to social 
networks, not all social networks can be transferred as social capital. 
Considering that local social capital is mainly used when choosing 
a school (van Zanten, 2009), the analysis emphases on that form of social 
capital. Local social capital refers to resources to which individuals have 
access through their local social networks (van Zanten, 2009).

Finally, as this article focuses on immigrant parents’ information gathering 
work prior to school choice, the analytical framework considers the impact of 
migration on individuals’ capital or of their household. For example, immi
grants bring versions of their cultural capital to the host country, which is then 
reconfigured, particularly through socialization within it (Kelly & Lusis, 2006). 
Also, in general, immigrant parents must build from scratch their social capital 
in the host country. Overall, the analytical framework recognizes that through 
the migratory process, accumulated capital is converted, valued, or devalued 
(Kelly & Lusis, 2006).

Methodology

Results presented in this article are based on a qualitative study of immigrant 
parents’ choice of high school in Montreal. Participants were selected accord
ing to the following inclusion criteria: both the participant and their partner 
were born in a country other than Canada; they had received neither primary 
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nor secondary education in Canada; they had lived in Quebec for at least five 
years21; they live in the Montreal region and have at least one child attending22 

a public or private Francophone high school23 in the area.
The corpus contains thirty semi-directed interviews with immigrant par

ents. Table 2 shows participants’ characteristics (or of their household) and 
school choice.

It should be noted that the corpus is not representative of Montreal’s 
immigrant population, but it does reflect, to some extent, certain general 
characteristics. First, most participants’ household education level is uni
versity, a trend also seen in Montreal’s immigrant population (Homsy & 
Scarfone, 2016). Second, France, Algeria, and Haiti are the countries of 
origin of just over a third of the corpus (11 out of 30), being three of the 
top five countries of origin of Montreal’s immigrant population (Montréal 
en statistiques, 2018). Third, the heterogeneity of the countries of origin 
of the almost two-thirds of the corpus may reflect to some extent the 
diversification of the recent immigration (McAndrew & Audet, 2021). 
Now, compared to Montreal’s general population, there seems to be an 
over-representation of participants with a university degree. In fact, in 
2016, 39,0% of Montreal’s general population held an undergraduate 
degree or higher (Montréal en statistiques, 2018). In terms of annual 
total income, in 2016, 52,3% of Montrealers aged 15 and over had 
incomes of CAN$29,999 or less, 22,6% between CAN$30,000 and CAN 
$49,999, and 25,2% of CAN$50,000 or more. Therefore, participants’ self- 
declared gross annual household seem in general higher than of 
Montreal’s population.

Table 2. Participants’ characteristics or of their household and school choice.
Gender Women (28) 

Men (2)
Country of origin France (5); Algeria (5); Vietnam (3); Romania (2); Armenia (1); Burkina Faso 

(1); Chile (1); Congo (1); Costa Rica (1); Guinea (1); Haiti (1); Hungary (1); 
Ivory Coast (1); Jamaica (1); Lebanon (1); Mexico (1); Moldavia (1); 
Philippines (1); Sri Lanka (1)

Household level of education24 College degree (between high school and university) (6) 
Undergraduate or bachelor’s degree (university) (11) 
Master’s degree (university) (8) 
Ph. D. degree (university) (5)

Self-declared gross annual 
household income

CAN$29,999 or less (5) 
Between CAN$30,000 and CAN$49,999 (9) 
CAN$50,000 or more (13) 
Not disclosed (3)

Number of years in Quebec Between 5 and 9 (16) 
10 or more (14)

School choice25 Secondary level: 
Only regular public (3) 
Regular public or enriched public (4) 
Only enriched public (8) 
Enriched public or private school (3) 
Only private school (12)
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Purposeful sampling was used to recruit participants with different school 
choices and from various countries of origin (or regions of origin).26 The 
variations in the household’s level of education and the self-declared gross 
annual household income in the corpus were not intentionally sought. The 
recruitment was primarily done through community-based organizations who 
work with immigrants. These organizations posted the call for participants on 
their bulletin boards and sent it to their e-mail distribution lists. Snowball 
sampling was also used: each participant was invited to share the call within 
their social networks.

Semi-directed interviews designed to collect retrospective accounts of 
choosing their children’s high school were conducted.27 Not without 
limitations (e.g., parents can have difficulties recalling detailed informa
tion), retrospective accounts provided access to the entire school choice 
process, i.e., from the moment participants start thinking about school 
choice to the actual school choice. Most interviews were conducted 
when the participants’ children were in the first three years of high 
school, i.e., grade 7, 8 or 9, which could have helped reduce the limits 
of memory. All semi-directed interviews were recorded and transcribed 
in their entirety. Interviews lasted between one hour and one hour and 
45 minutes. This approach made it possible to document participant 
experiences of information gathering in detail. Participating immigrant 
parents could choose whether to be interviewed in French or in English. 
Most chose French.28 In this article, fictitious names are used to protect 
participant anonymity. An ethic certificate was obtained by the main 
author.

The analysis was done to answer the following research question: How do 
immigrant parents experience and perform information gathering work in the 
host society? Applying a general inductive approach and a thematic analysis 
(Miles & Huberman, 2003; Thomas, 2006), data analysis was performed in two 
main stages. The general inductive approach is appropriate since it aims to 
identify the main themes emerging from the data to answer the research 
question and is particularly relevant in exploratory qualitative research, such 
as this one (Thomas, 2006).

First, each passage about information gathering activities was coded. More 
specifically, based on the analytical framework, the following general themes 
were coded for each participating immigrant parent: experiences and view
points about the information gathering work in Montreal, Quebec; informa
tion sources used to gather information; and effects of cultural capital, 
academic capital and local social capital, and of structural factors (e.g., chil
dren’s primary school type) on information gathering work. From within the 
general themes, emerging themes were identified and coded (Miles & 
Huberman, 2003). The first stage gave a better understanding of the informa
tion gathering work done by each participant. Summaries (Miles & 
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Huberman, 2003) of the information gathering work were produced for each 
participant during the first stage.

Second, a transversal and comparative analysis of participant accounts 
(Miles & Huberman, 2003; Paillé & Mucchielli, 2016) in relation to the 
emerging themes within the general ones was conducted. This stage 
allowed the identification of similarities and differences in participants’ 
experiences of information gathering work and in their engagement in 
doing this work, and reduction of the emerging themes into three main 
ones (Thomas, 2006). More specifically, similarities and differences 
among the corpus were analyzed in relation with participants’ charac
teristics or of their household, and social networks (e.g., professionals, 
ethnocultural communities), and the type of elementary school their 
children have attended. This stage revealed inequalities in the corpus.

Results

The three emerging themes structure the presentation of the results. The first 
theme explores participants’ narratives in relation to their experiences regard
ing gathering information. The second theme examines participants’ use of 
their academic capital and local social capital, and the disparities within the 
corpus. The third theme looks at the systemic inequalities in access to infor
mation and support.

Feelings of ignorance, inadequacy, urgency, and disadvantage

For participating immigrant parents, they became aware of the possibility of 
choosing a school as they get more settled in Montreal. Indeed, they did not 
arrive with extensive knowledge of secondary schools, school choice laws and 
legislation, or Quebec’s educational system and the dynamics of Montreal’s 
school market. They then accumulate informational capital (Héran, 1996) as 
they spend more time in their host society. More specifically, accounts reveal 
a moment of realization of the possibility, though limited, of choosing their 
child’s high school. This realization is accompanied by feelings of ignorance 
and inadequacy due to loss of referents (Byrne & De Tona, 2012):

In October of my daughter’s grade 6,29 I received a letter stating that we had to choose 
a high school, that there were exams. I didn’t know what to do. I didn’t know because in 
my country, between primary and secondary, you don’t have to write a test to change 
schools.30 (Thao, college, CAN$50,000 and above, Vietnam)

These feelings are generated by the perceived gap between the situation in 
the country of origin and the one in the host society (Byrne & De Tona,  
2012). At first, immigrant parents apply cultural referents from their coun
try of origin to situations experienced in the host society (Kelly & Lusis,  
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2006; Vincent, 2014). Many immigrant parents even express surprise at the 
school market:

Then we find out what school is like in Quebec, you shop for a school. I was like, ‘Uh, 
what? What do you mean you shop for a school? What do you mean there are worse 
ones? Because in France you go to the school at the end of the street and it never occurs 
to you. (Emma, Ph.D., CAN$50,000 and above, France)

Feelings of ignorance serve as motivation to engage in information 
gathering. A sense of urgency also appears in the accounts (Byrne & 
De Tona, 2012):

In grade 5 [elementary school], my daughter brought home a message left by La 
Dauversière High School [neighbourhood public high school]. I read the message and 
from that moment started asking everywhere and everyone. (Olga, undergraduate 
[master’s degree in progress], CAN$29,999 or less, Moldavia)

The importance immigrant parents attribute to their children’s education espe
cially in relation with their migratory project (Charette, 2016; Kanouté & 
Lafortune, 2010), and the hierarchization of the educational offerings at the 
secondary level (Kamanzi, 2019, 2022), explain the sense of urgency, at least in 
part:

For us, it’s about our children’s education. That’s why we left. And you have to do things 
right. [. . .] I didn’t want the local public school. Well, there’s the Challenge program 
[enriched and selective public]. That’s better. They’re separate. They have their own 
building, but I prefer private school [. . .] I had to learn about the schools. I didn’t know 
anything. You have to make the right choice. (Latifa, master’s, between CAN$30,000 and 
CAN$49,000, Algeria)

In addition, participants feel disadvantaged in comparison with non- 
immigrant parents. Indeed, many participants consider that information 
gathering work and school choice constitutes an additional challenge for 
immigrant parents:

It’s information that’s important. You have to inform parents. Us immigrants, we’re 
interested, but we don’t know. It’s all new to us. I didn’t know anything. There are lots of 
choices and we don’t know what they are. (Latifa, master’s, between CAN$30,000 and 
CAN$49,999, Algeria)

Also, information available on SSC and high school websites is perceived as 
insufficient for immigrant parents:

On the school board’s website and the high schools’ too, there isn’t enough for 
immigrants. For people from here, I think there’s no problem. But for immigrants, 
it’s not enough. (May, undergraduate, between CAN$30,000 and CAN$49,999, 
Vietnam)

While the feelings of ignorance, inadequacy, and disadvantage appear 
throughout immigrant parents’ accounts, the analysis reveals an equity 
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issue around high school choice: immigrant parents in the corpus were 
not equally informed. Indeed, participants had each engaged in infor
mation gathering work, though to varying degrees (André-Bechely,  
2013), particularly according to their academic capital and/or local 
social capital (Schneider et al., 1997, 1998; van Zanten, 2009), resulting 
in disparities in informational capital (Héran, 1996).

Academic capital and/or local social capital to the rescue . . . for those that 
possess them

First, the analysis reveals that immigrant parents leverage their academic 
capital during information gathering activities. Indeed, participants with uni
versity-level household education gather information from a variety of sources 
(often three or more). They gather information that is detailed, varied, and 
comparative (Devine, 2004; Gewirtz et al., 1995):

I talked to parents who had been through it. I visited private and public schools with an 
entrance exam, an enriched program. [. . .] I visited several schools, I compared their 
programs, visited their sites, and all that. Also, colleagues asked if I wanted to meet their 
older children who could talk to me about the schools. In the end, I didn’t. I trusted my 
instincts, the websites, and meetings. (Morgane, Ph.D., CAN$50,000 and above, France)

More specifically, academic capital seems to facilitate evaluating the informa
tion obtained and comparing educational offerings (Schneider et al., 1997):

I talked to people I know. I searched on the internet. I visited three public schools with 
enriched programs and an exam. I read the programs. I compared them. I spoke to the 
principals. I asked them questions. (Olga, undergraduate [master’s degree in progress] 
CAN$29,999 or less, Moldavia)

Academic capital also appears linked to the use of analytical skills for several 
purposes, including to evaluate the information obtained, compare school and 
staff practices, and distinguish between educational offerings (Felouzis et al.,  
2013; Gewirtz et al., 1995). For example, once Chéckina had noticed the 
hierarchical three-tiered system, she went beyond it to make finer distinctions 
between educational institutions. Comparative strategies allowed her to 
develop a critical perspective on selection and refusal practices used by private 
schools at the top of the Fraser Institute’s rankings,31 rather than basing her 
decision on them exclusively:

I saw there were enriched programs in public schools. I didn’t want a regular [public] 
school. I also looked at private schools in the area, the well-known ones. I compared 
them. In most I saw that it was a lot of cramming. They accept a lot of students in 
secondary 1 [grade 732] and over time eliminate those who have more trouble. [. . .] At 
Sainte-Marcelline [the school chosen], I saw it wasn’t like that. (Chéckina, undergrad
uate, between CAN$30,000 and CAN$49,999, Congo)
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In comparison, immigrant parents without university-level household educa
tion gather information that is less detailed and varied, often relying on two or 
one source of information. They also accumulate less informational capital 
(Héran, 1996). Often, they do not know about enriched programs in the public 
sector, the SPPs. This is the case of Lei from the Philippines:

I knew few private schools because I heard they are good. [. . .] We could not pay for 
private schools. So, we stopped looking for those [. . .]. I did not know about the enriched 
programs in public. I had no idea. [. . .] It’s my son that came up with that public school 
with the enriched program. I’m not the one that wanted that school. I did not know that 
school. (Lei, college, between CAN$30,000 and CAN$49,999, Philippines)33

Overall, academic capital appears useful in gathering information 
(Devine, 2004; Schneider et al., 1997). Reconfigured in a new local 
and national context (Kelly & Lusis, 2006), academic capital may con
tribute to reducing immigrant parents’ feelings of ignorance and 
inadequacy.

Second, the analysis shows that many immigrant parents use their local 
social capital (van Zanten, 2009), which is acquired throughout their integra
tion into the host society, when gathering information. More precisely, they 
especially rely on their professional environments and/or their ethnocultural 
communities as sources of information. It is important to mention that 
immigrant parents settle in Montreal, Quebec, with little or no local social 
capital, a resource useful in the information gathering process (Ball & Vincent,  
1998; Byrne & De Tona, 2012; van Zanten, 2009). So, they have built it from 
scratch.

For many participating immigrant parents, information gathering was 
facilitated by their professional environment within the host society. 
These environments provided access to information about schools, 
Montreal’s school market dynamics, and more. Specifically, professional 
environments that support the information gathering process are found to 
consist of parents who have chosen their children’s schools, as Johar 
explains:

For me, what helped was the fact that I worked in a place where a lot of people had 
children in private or enriched public schools. So, we ask questions. We talk about 
experiences, about schools. We can find information. I think it depends on the environ
ment you’re in. (Johar, undergraduate, CAN$50,000 and above, France [parents and ex- 
spouse from Algeria])

Sometimes it’s the nature of the job itself that helped participants obtain 
information about the transition from primary to secondary school:

I got a job as a school and community worker. Because I was working with schools and 
parents, I was well prepared. My work allowed me to become familiar with the school 
system in Quebec. So, I knew what to do. I already knew about enriched public programs 
and writing exams. (Mariam, master’s, CAN$50,000 and above, Ivory Coast)
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Also, many immigrant parents indicated having benefited from support from 
their ethnocultural communities during the information gathering process. 
Immigrant parents from ethnocultural communities that share information 
about schools among them appear to benefit from a group effect (Luthra & 
Soehl, 2015). This was true for Olga:

I also got a lot of help from the Romanian and Russian communities. They really helped 
me understand the schools. Because they choose schools. [. . .] They send a lot of their 
children to international public schools and private schools. (Olga, undergraduate 
[master’s in progress], CAN$29,999 or less, Moldavia)

This is also true for May:

I understand the mentality of people in my community. Other communities, I don’t 
know, but for us, secondary is always private school or, like me, international schools 
[enriched public]. We talk about it amongst ourselves. (May, undergraduate, between 
CAN$30,000 and CAN$4,999, Vietnam)

Adding to this, according to some participating immigrant parents, certain 
ethnocultural communities offer more support during the information gath
ering process:

Other communities are well prepared. [. . .] Some even have private schools, like the 
Armenians. So, they prepare their children. They advocate. But us, in our Black African 
communities, we don’t really do that. [. . .] The Asian community too, they’re prepared. 
They know the schools and everything. [. . .] Arabs too. But us, no. (Chéckina, under
graduate, between CAN$30,000 and CAN$49,999, Congo)

This perspective evokes the hypothesis of potential inequalities in local social 
capital (Ball & Vincent, 1998; van Zanten, 2009) and, by extension, in infor
mational capital (Héran, 1996) according to immigrant parents’ ethnocultural 
or racial background.

Systemic inequalities in dissemination and support

Finally, the analysis reveals systemic inequalities in access to information and 
support. Indeed, immigrant parents do not have the same access to informa
tion and support depending on which primary school their children attended. 
More specifically, these disparities are generally divided along the hierarchical 
three-tiered system (Kamanzi, 2019, 2022; Lessard & Levasseur, 2007), which 
is also present, if less pronounced, at the primary level (Plourde, 2022). 
Testimonies indicate support is provided by primary schools that are private 
or public ones that offer enriched programs. These schools have a culture of 
choice, that is, a culture where the practice of choosing a high school is both 
widespread and normalized and institutional practices for information dis
semination and support for parents exist. Diana’s comments reveal how 
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important her eldest child’s private primary school was to her information 
gathering process:

We really didn’t know. We listened to the primary school’s teachers and principal. In the 
end our list was largely generated by the school. They offered a session for parents. We 
were very well supported. We also looked at where students from the primary school 
went. [. . .] We were quite influenced by the primary school environment. (Diana, 
master’s, CAN$50,000 and above, Hungary [partner from France])

Emma’s comments illustrate a similar situation in her eldest child’s public 
primary school, which exclusively offers an enriched and selective program:

At my daughter’s primary school, all the parents talked about it all the time . . . visits, 
exams, where their child would go. [. . .] Because when you do international [public 
enriched program], it’s already a somewhat prestigious education. [. . .] At my daughter’s 
primary school, they also mentioned Joseph-François-Perreault High School because 
they have a transfer agreement with the international program over there. They were 
promoting that school. (Emma, Ph.D., CAN$50,000 and above, France)

In contrast, immigrant parents whose children attended regular public pri
mary schools received little or no information or support from school staff. 
Several were even told by the school staff that the only option for high school 
was the public school assigned according to their place of residence:

At my son’s primary school, I was told that it depended on your neighbourhood. If you 
live in the neighbourhood, you look in the neighbourhood. They told me I should look 
for the school closest to home, that that’s how it works here. That’s the information they 
gave me. I didn’t know. (Frida, college, CAN$29,999 or less, Mexico)

Elhili from Sri Lanka recollects a similar experience with her children’s public 
elementary school:

I asked [the school staff], but it wasn’t. . . They said: “You’re in this neighbourhood, so 
this school.” That’s all they said. You hear that and you think that’s got to be it. I thought 
like that. I sent my child there. I didn’t get any information about private schools or other 
public schools. I didn’t. (Elhili, college, between CAN$30,000 and CAN$49,999, Sri 
Lanka)

This highlights the systemic nature of unequal access to information and 
support between, on one hand, private primary schools and public primary 
schools with enriched and selective programs and, on the other, regular public 
primary schools. Indeed, private schools and public ones with enriched and 
selective programs are more accessible to higher SES families (Hurteau & 
Duclos, 2017; Plourde, 2022).

Discussion and conclusion

The goal of this article was to better understand the information gathering 
work undertaken by immigrant parents to choose their children’s high school 
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in Montreal. By focusing on a rarely studied category of parents (Byrne & De 
Tona, 2012; Weekes-Bernard, 2007), this article has shed light on experiences 
seldom explored in studies of the information gathering process that precedes 
choosing a child’s school. However, it should be noted that this article offered 
little or no information on immigrant parents’ perceptions of educational 
offerings and motivations for choosing a school in Quebec in general and in 
Montreal in particular, not being the aim of this article.

As illustrated, the feelings of ignorance, inadequacy, urgency, and disad
vantage experienced by immigrant parents when gathering information can be 
linked, at least partly, to their migratory project often focused on children’s 
education. Indeed, as noted in numerous studies on immigrant parents in 
Quebec’s context, the migratory project is linked with the desire for upward 
social mobility for their family through the children’s education (Charette,  
2016; Kanouté & Lafortune, 2010). However, it was not possible to compare 
the variations in the intensity of these feelings among the corpus in relation to 
the participants’ characteristics or those of their household, which constitutes 
a limit of this research. Studies using surveys that measure the degree of these 
feelings (e.g., with a Likert scale) could offer such insights, and at a bigger 
scale.

Overall, the findings presented in this article offer insights into the structure 
of school choice policies (non-formalized in this case) and the educational 
stratification in Montreal, Quebec, Canada. Indeed, the findings show the 
unequal dissemination of information, probably due, at least partly, to the 
lack of official policies or measures to provide information or support in 
Montreal, as well as Quebec more generally. First, the findings highlight 
inequalities in access to information among the participants. Immigrant 
parents with university-level education, in comparison with immigrant par
ents with no university degree, are more informed. They gathered a variety of 
detailed information and exploited their analytical skills to compare schools 
and interpret the information collected, corroborating results obtained in 
studies on university-level parents (Ball, 2003; Devine, 2004; Schneider et al.,  
1997; van Zanten, 2009). Second, the findings suggest disparities between 
social networks, as pointed out by other researchers (Neild, 2005; Pattillo,  
2015; Saporito & Lareau, 1999). Above all, the findings offer a better under
standing of the ways schools disseminate information in Montreal, Quebec: 
they exposed systemic inequalities in access to information and support 
throughout the three-tiered system. Indeed, depending on whether children 
attend regular public, enriched public, or private primary school, parents 
receive different kinds of information and support.

To remedy inequalities in access to information, regulation of schools 
and school staff practices by the Ministry of Education could be imple
mented. More specifically, directives to standardize information could be 
put into practices by government or school administrators. They could 
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help ensure greater uniformity across the educational system and counter 
discourses based on incomplete information, prejudices, and other factors. 
Other more structural options could include eliminating the school mar
ket dynamics and parents’ ability to choose their children’s schools. In 
that respect, the Education Act would have to be amended to limit 
schools’ ability to offer SPPs (enriched programs) and parents’ freedom 
to choose their children’s school. Finally, the findings highlight the need 
for support that, given Montreal’s school market, takes immigrant parents, 
especially those with no university-level education, into consideration to 
counter potentially unequal access to information. School boards or 
schools could for example give informative workshops tailored to the 
specific needs and challenges that immigrant parents face during informa
tion gathering work prior to school choice. Since some black parents 
highlighted the lack of information that they have access to through 
their communities (Pattillo, 2015), school boards or schools should con
sider offering workshops to Black communities, maybe in collaboration 
with community-based organizations.

Even though it was not the main aim, this article offers some insights 
into immigrant parents’ integration to Montreal, Quebec, Canada. Indeed, 
it explored, on one hand, the experiences, challenges, and specific needs of 
immigrant parents as they gather information and, on the other, their 
agency and proactiveness to mitigate feelings of ignorance, inadequacy, 
urgency, and disadvantage by leveraging their academic capital and/or 
local social capital, to make better informed school choices. According 
to the findings, immigrant parents with university-level education gather 
detailed and varied information and therefore are better informed on 
Quebec’s educational system, which could help their integration in some 
form, as well as their children’s integration considering the effects of high 
school choice on educational pathways and access to postsecondary edu
cation (Kamanzi, 2019, 2022; Maroy & Kamanzi, 2017). The opposite 
could be underlined about immigrant parents with no university-level 
education. Indeed, they gather less information on schools and their 
programs and possibilities of choice available to them, which raise ques
tions about possible repercussions of less informed school choices, espe
cially in relation with outcomes on educational pathways, also noted in 
other Western countries such as the United States (Beuermann & Kirabo 
Jackson, 2022; Holmes Erickson, 2017). However, more research would 
have to be conducted to better understand whether and how school choice 
can contribute to immigrants’ children’s educational pathway and integra
tion into the host society, especially when considering the immigrant 
paradox in education, referring to the outperformance of immigrants’ 
children in comparison with non-immigrants’ children with the same 
socioeconomic background (Feliciano & Lanuza, 2017). The immigrant 
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paradox can be explained at least partly by immigrant parents’ high 
educational expectations for their children (Charette, 2016; Feliciano & 
Lanuza, 2016; Kanouté & Lafortune, 2010), which may stem from their 
SES or their educational attainment in their country of origin (Feliciano & 
Lanuza, 2017; Ichou, 2014).

Although this article contributes to current understandings of infor
mation gathering work undertaken by immigrant parents to choose their 
children’s school in their host society, in this case Quebec in general and 
Montreal in particular, there is much more research to be done for 
a variety of reasons. First, the corpus consists primarily of mothers 
with university-level household education who immigrated to Montreal 
more than five years previous. Studies on immigrant parents who do not 
detain a university-level education or who immigrated more recently 
than five years prior are still required. Studies of specific ethnocultural 
communities could also help to better understand how information 
about Montreal’s high schools and school market dynamics are dissemi
nated. Such studies could confirm, nuance, or refute the findings pre
sented in this article.

Next, because of variation in immigration policies among Western 
countries and the impact of this variation on the sociodemographic 
composition of immigrant populations, it is possible that some results 
are not transferable to other national contexts. In Canada and Quebec, 
due to selective immigration policies (Rothon et al., 2009), most immi
grants hold university diplomas and focus on their children’s education as 
part of their migratory journey; this is often linked to a desire for upward 
social mobility for their family (Charette, 2016; Kanouté & Lafortune,  
2010). Therefore, the agency and proactiveness by immigrant parents in 
Quebec in general and Montreal in particular, by leveraging their aca
demic capital, could be less present in Western countries with a less 
selected immigrant population such as the United States. Despite this, it 
should be noted that some findings corroborate those in studies con
ducted in other national contexts. Indeed, the feelings of ignorance, 
inadequacy, urgency, and disadvantage have been highlighted by other 
research conducted in the United Kingdom and the United States (Byrne 
& De Tona, 2012; Sattin-Bajaj, 2016; Weekes-Bernard, 2007), suggesting 
that immigrant parents potentially share common experiences regardless 
of the host society in which they find themselves.

Last, even though, this article gives insights into the information gathering 
work undertaken by immigrant parents, it does not provide deep understand
ings of the information they receive (its content and quality), how they under
stand it, or how they use it to choose one school over another. Studies to 
conduct close analysis of how information, to which immigrant parents have 
access to, is used are required. Qualitative studies carried out during the 
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information gathering work could be helpful in that respect and address some 
limitations of retrospective accounts.

Notes

1. In Canada, education is a provincial or territorial responsibility, not federal.
2. “Almost one in four people (23,0%) counted during the 2021 Census are or have been 

a landed immigrant or permanent resident in Canada” (Statistics Canada, 2022a, p. 2), in 
comparison with almost one in five people (18,4%) during the 2001 Census.

3. Quebec has public and private schools (subsidized or not) at the primary and secondary 
levels. Most public and private schools provide services in French, the Canadian pro
vince’s official language.

4. Original translation.
5. In Quebec, in 2021, 44,0% of immigrants aged 25 to 64 had a university-level education, 

in comparison to 25,0% of non-immigrants in the same age group (Lessard, 2023).
6. According to Institut du Québec, in Montreal, 33,0% of immigrants have a university- 

level education, compared to 24,0% of non-immigrants (Homsy & Scarfone, 2016).
7. Born outside of Canada.
8. Born in Canada and have at least one parent born outside of Canada.
9. In Quebec, students attend primary grades 1 to 6.

10. In Quebec, students attend secondary grades 1 to 5, the equivalent of grades 7 to 11 in the 
rest of Canada and some other countries like the United States.

11. In comparison to the compulsory program.
12. In comparison to the compulsory program.
13. Annual tuition per child for subsidized private schools is approximately CAN$5,000, 

while tuition for unsubsidized private schools is approximately CAN$15,000.
14. Since June 2020, Francophone school boards have become School Service Centres 

(SSCs). Anglophone school boards, as well as the Cri and Kativik school boards, have 
retained school board (SB) status.

15. As this article focuses solely on the Francophone sector, the acronym SSC will be used 
exclusively.

16. In accordance with the Charter of the French Language.
17. SPP tuition can vary from a few dollars to CAN$15,000 annually per child. Most cost 

between CAN$200 and CAN$500 (Chouinard, 2019).
18. “Conversely, the probability is relatively lower among students whose parents are from 

Latin America and the Caribbean, sub-Saharan Africa and Southeast Asia” (Kamanzi,  
2022, p. 118).

19. In 2020–2021, in Montreal, 34,0% of the students attend a private school at the 
secondary level (Plourde, 2022). There are no available official statistics on the enroll
ment in a public sector SPP in Montreal.

20. These rankings are based on provincial exam results in specific subjects (math, language of 
instruction, second language, etc.) and other indicators (frequency of lateness, failure, etc.).

21. Because the socioeconomic and educational challenges they face differ (Charette, 2016), 
immigrant parents who arrived less than five years prior were excluded.

22. This criterion was to ensure that the accounts collected were as recent as possible.
23. Those who chose Anglophone or unsubsidized private schools were excluded, given 

most children from immigrant families attend public or private Francophone schools.
24. In Quebec, after high school, students must earn a college degree to be admitted to an 

undergraduate program, and by extension to university. At the collegial level, students 
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can enroll in a two-years pre-university program or a three-years technical program. In 
all cases, students can enter university with a college degree, whether pre-university or 
technical. Therefore, a college degree in Quebec is not comparable to a high school 
degree in the United States.

25. Participants’ school choice in relation to the three-tiered system (public regular, 
enriched public and private).

26. The main author did the recruitment.
27. The main author conducted the interviews.
28. Four participants chose English.
29. In Quebec, students attend primary grades 1 to 6.
30. Unless otherwise indicated, all participant quotations are translated from the original 

French.
31. The Fraser Institute’s annual rankings can be found here: https://www.compareschool 

rankings.org/.
32. For ease of conversion to the system used in the rest of Canada and other countries like 

the United States, secondary grades 1 to 5 are referred to as grades 7 to 11.
33. Original English quotation.
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