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Chapter 7
Growing Up to Belong Transnationally: 
Parent Perceptions on Identity Formation 
Among Latvian Emigrant Children 
in England

Daiga Kamerāde and Ieva Skubiņa

7.1  Introduction

Family emigration patterns from Latvia have changed over time. In the early 2000s 
it was common for parents in Latvia to emigrate to Western European countries but 
to leave their children, at least temporarily, to be brought up by grandparents and 
other relatives while they searched for a job and to establish themselves in the new 
home country (Broka 2009; Trapenciere 2012). Since 2008 an increasing number of 
parents who have now settled in their new home country have decided to bring up 
their children themselves. Others now emigrate together with their children 
(Kamerāde 2017). These children (the so-called ‘1.5 generation’ child migrants) are 
thus the children born in their country of origin but being brought up in emigration 
(Rumbaut 1976; Rumbaut and Ima 1988).

The aim of this paper is to examine the perspective of parents on the formation 
of national and transnational identity among the 1.5 generation migrant children – 
children born in Latvia but growing up in England – and to factors affecting this. In 
particular, we focus on language that is central to the formation of children’s national 
identity, and especially the retention of the mother tongue and the learning of the 
language of the host country.

The focus in this paper is on emigrants from Latvia living in England, which is 
the main destination country for the majority of migrants from Latvia (OECD 
2014). As Rumbaut and Ima (1988) have emphasised, the 1.5 generation migrants 
are different in terms of their national identity from their parents. The identity of 
their parents – the first-generation migrants – was formed in their country of origin 
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and they themselves decided to migrate. The 1.5 generation migrants who have 
directly experienced life in both countries are also different from the second- 
generation migrants born in the new host country who have received information 
about their ‘homeland’ primarily from their parents’ stories and memories.

Because of the wide availability of social media, cheap flights and free move-
ment within the EU, it has become much easier to maintain links with the country 
of origin than it was even a generation ago. Therefore, the formation of transna-
tional identity among children of recent migrants might be significantly different 
from the experiences of children of previous generations. However, the current 
understanding of the development of transnational identity is based mostly on 
research involving the previous generations of migrants and might not fit the experi-
ences of the more recent migrant children. Studies focusing on migrants from Latvia 
are not an exception to this pattern.

This article enriches the information provided by other scholars who have anal-
ysed Latvian migrant national identity formation within the framework of transna-
tionalism in both groups – among adults (Ķešāne 2011; Lulle 2011; Šūpule 2012) 
and children (Lulle and Klave 2015). Of particular relevance is an article by Cara 
(2015) on a study of Latvian diaspora children in English schools. The author used 
quantitative research methods to explain an alarming fact regarding children with 
English as a second language (Strand et al. 2015). Those children who used Latvian 
as a first language at home got lower grades in secondary school exams compared 
to other non-British children and those with English as their first language.

This article first reviews the literature on the 1.5 generation migrants and their 
specific characteristics, and analyses the main factors that help this group form a 
sense of belonging and transnational identity. Secondly, using semi-structured in- 
depth interviews with the parents of 1.5 generation Latvian children currently living 
in England, their perceptions of the formation of transnational ties in those children 
are examined. This paper concludes with the implications of those findings for the-
ory and policy making.

7.2  Formation of Identity Among 1.5 Generation Migrants 
and Factors Affecting It

Identity as a complex and constantly changing phenomenon (Burke 2006) refers to 
the way in which individuals perceive and define relationships with the world and 
how these relationships are developed (Norton 1997, 2000, 2013). Identity is a pro-
cess, which is why it is perhaps more appropriate to talk about identification (Jenkins 
2014). Individual identity is constructed during, and through, interaction with oth-
ers (Jenkins 2014).

There is increasing agreement in the literature that national and ethnic identity is 
not monolithic and exclusive any more. It is possible that when living in a multi- 
national and multi-cultural environment or in a new country, the national identity of 
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the country of origin is supplemented with a new and additional national identity 
(Parpola 2004). Identity can also be constructed as a set of identities, each multi- 
faceted, changing and developing in response to changing practices and experi-
ences. Scholars argue that traditional, popular, high and post-modern cultures 
interact over the boundaries of time and space (Westin 2010). In this context, migra-
tion expands the field of identity. The period of nation-states has been replaced by a 
period of multi-culturalism where boundaries are easy to cross (Urry 2000). 
Therefore it is important to be aware that identities can reach far beyond the terri-
tory (Bauman and May 2001).

Transnational identity is one of the fundamental characteristics of international 
migration. It occurs in situations when migrants concurrently maintain relationships 
of high intensity and regularity with their country of origin and country of settle-
ment (Vertovec 2009, 2010), and describes activities which involve regular, inten-
sive and continuous social cross-border contacts. Portes et al. (1999) emphasise the 
significance of continuity and intensity of contacts.

Transnationalism is also characterised by an imagined integrality with others in 
a similar situation; subjective feelings of belonging both ‘here and there’; culture 
reproduction that involves combining different cultures and creating new hybrid 
cultures and political participation across the borders, e.g. expressing an opinion, 
lobbying or participating in non-governmental organisations (Vertovec 2010).

According to scholars of transnationalism, if migrants gradually reduce their 
contacts with, and activities related to, their country of origin, they could not be 
perceived as experiencing transnationalism. Transnationalism differentiates the 
recent generation of migrants from previous generations. Their social networks and 
their economic, political and cultural activities, as well as their lifestyle models, 
often include both countries (Kivisto 2001).

Many studies have focused on the formation of identity, including transnational 
identity among immigrants (Block 2009; Byrd Clark 2009). Several studies have 
examined the experiences of 1.5 generation migrants (e.g. Benesch 2008; Kim and 
Duff 2012; McKay and Wong 1996; Yuzefova 2012). However, there are still very 
few studies that focus on the formation of transnational identity among the recent 
1.5 generation migrants from Eastern Europe and the Baltic States.

The origins of the concept of ‘1.5 generation migrants’ – children born in their 
country of origin but who emigrated during their childhood – can be traced back to 
Rumbaut (1976) who identified 1.5 generation migrants in the USA as children born 
in Cuba who migrated while still young with their parents to the USA.

Scholars emphasise that the transnational identity formation in 1.5 generation 
migrants is different from the identity formation in first generation migrants who 
emigrated as adults, and also second generation migrants, that is, those children 
born to migrant parents who have settled into a new country. At the same time, the 
research emphasises that the younger a 1.5 generation child is, the more similar 
their experiences of adaption and integration into a new host country will be to sec-
ond generation children. According to Awokoya (2012), the younger a child is when 
they arrive in a new host country, the faster their integration proceeds – and the more 
likely that their choice of language will be that of the new country rather than the 

7 Growing Up to Belong Transnationally: Parent Perceptions on Identity Formation…



148

mother tongue. This is related to the child’s limited proficiency in their mother 
tongue and their lack of personal experience of the home country and memories as 
evidence of immersion in the culture. Other factors include their low level of social-
isation in the society of the country of origin, and their active inclusion in the educa-
tion system that is the most institutionalised institution of their new country of 
settlement (Awokoya 2012; Lulle and Klave 2015).

Asher and Case (2008) argue that the concept ‘1.5 generation migrants’ reflects 
the situation of the generation of migrants who are ‘in between’ – a hybrid genera-
tion which does not exclusively identify with or belong to either their country of 
origin or the country of settlement. The authors agree with the view of Goldschmidt 
and Miller (2005) that the 1.5 generation belongs to two cultural fields: the field of 
national identity, values and attitudes of their country of origin, usually experienced 
at home, and the cultural field of their new country, experienced at the school they 
attend. As a result they face a challenge: the need to adapt to the culture of their 
country of settlement while still being integrated into the culture of their country of 
origin (Berry 1997). Children who were brought up in a pluralistic society often 
become ‘bi-cultural’. They apply values, attitudes and behavioural models that are 
characteristic of both their country of origin and country of settlement (Phinney and 
Rotheram 1987). The 1.5 generation children and youths often function ‘in between’ 
two cultures, as it were: they speak two languages and balance between two sets of 
values (Asher and Case 2008; Carhill et al. 2008; Singhal 2004).

Other authors emphasise the dominance of the language and national identity of 
the new country of settlement in the national identities of 1.5 generation migrant 
children, and the supporting role of education in the formation of a transnational 
identity. Socialisation through education facilitates stronger ties with the new cul-
ture. Thus Roberge (2003) argues that if the 1.5 generation migrants emigrated 
when they were young, they have been socialised in the school abroad and have 
learned the language of the country of settlement, which can become dominant. 
Consequently, even if they identify with their language of origin, they might still use 
the language of the country of settlement more.

Yet the 1.5 generation migrants face challenges that are unique to their genera-
tion. During the critical stages of the development of their own personality and 
identity, they have to develop a sense of belonging.

It can be argued that the 1.5 generation migrants choose their national identity. 
They define it and present it to others through their language. Research shows that 
national identity and language are strongly related and that identity is constructed 
through language, as emphasised by Byrd Clark (2012). The development of a 
national identity occurs in parallel with social integration and the acquisition of 
language. By learning the language of their country of settlement, migrants can 
internalise its values, traditions and culture more successfully, thus increasingly 
becoming an integrated member of that society and sharing a collective identity.

Research shows that other people perceive and identify the 1.5 generation 
migrants depending on how these migrants identify themselves and which language 
they use. Often these young people feel closer to their new friends and schoolmates 
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from the country of settlement than with their contemporaries from their country of 
origin. As they speak the language, these children and young people increasingly 
identify themselves with their country of residence and its culture (Heller 1987; 
Liang 2006).

Yet knowing and using two languages is also associated with some communica-
tion difficulties. Pavlenko (2011) suggests that migrant children who have to use 
two languages – one at home and another at school – often have difficulties express-
ing themselves verbally. A perfect knowledge of language is not sufficient; part of 
the process of choosing words and formulating one’s thoughts is dependent on sig-
nificantly deeper emotional intelligence skills (Yang 2010). Consequently, migrant 
children may not be able to express aspects of the inner worlds that characterise 
their identity if they do not know how to describe it; either in their mother tongue or 
in the new language. Huss (2008) argues that the adaptation to new language occurs 
at the expense of losing one’s mother tongue. The 1.5 generation migrants choose 
mostly to use the language of their new country of settlement as the dominant lan-
guage. For example, Cummins (2000) observed that for young migrant children 
English becomes their dominant language in day-to-day conversations within 
2  years of arrival, and the dominant language in learning and education within 
4–7 years. This is accompanied by the loss or significant reduction of the mother 
tongue.

According to previous research, the parental effect on mother tongue usage pol-
icy at home is one of the most important factors to maintain the national identity of 
the country of origin. Often parents want their children to retain their mother tongue 
and the values, traditions and customs of their country of origin (Phinney et  al. 
2001). Also, parents manifesting their belonging to a certain culture can influence 
the values, attitudes and perception of the national identity of their children (Phinney 
et al. 2001). Unfortunately, national identity and belonging create conflicts between 
parents and children, for example if the children want to adapt more quickly and 
develop stronger ties to the culture of the country of settlement (Rosenthal 1987). 
On the other hand, migrant parents often want their children to excel in their educa-
tion, which requires a good knowledge of the language of the country of settlement. 
Such conflicting parental messages create frustration and challenges for the 1.5 gen-
eration migrants.

Rosenthal (1987) has also observed an interesting cross-over effect: while the 1.5 
generation children become only partial users of their mother tongue, their parents 
often remain only partial users of English. Often, while parents talk at home in their 
mother tongue, their children respond to them in English (Kasnitz et al. 2009).

Therefore, this paper aims to investigate how the parents of 1.5 generation chil-
dren from Latvia see the formation of transnational identity among their children. It 
focuses in particular on the retention and development of the languages that chil-
dren use at home and at school, and it questions whether we can talk about transna-
tionalism in relation to the 1.5 generation migrants from Latvia. Are they truly 
‘transnational’? That is, are they maintaining and developing language ties both to 
their country of origin and the country of settlement?
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7.3  Methods

In order to investigate parents’ perspectives on the formation of transnational iden-
tity among 1.5 generation migrants we used semi-structured interviews (n = 16) 
with parents of children who were born in Latvia but now live in England. The aim 
of the interviews was to investigate how emigrant families who want to retain their 
links with Latvia facilitate their children’s ties with their country of origin. All 
names have been changed.

Participants for the interviews were selected using four criteria. Firstly, we 
focused on the most recent waves of emigration, in other words, those families that 
left Latvia after 2000. Secondly, in order to be able to investigate how the transna-
tional identity of children develops over time, we selected only those families who 
had lived in England for at least 3 years. Thirdly, only families that had at least one 
child born in Latvia living with them in England were selected. Finally, families 
who were determined to maintain their links to Latvia were selected. This criterion 
was fulfilled by conducting interviews with parents who took their children on a 
regular basis (at least once a month) to Latvian supplementary schools in England. 
These schools are considered to be a significant agent in preserving the Latvian 
language, culture and national identity of the diaspora (Lulle and Klave 2015).

Potential participants were informed about the aims of the project. Most of the 
interviews were conducted either at the supplementary school while a participant’s 
children were engaged in learning activities or at their home. In nearly all cases both 
parents in the two-parent families in the sample were available for the interview. 
When selecting research participants, we aimed to achieve diversity in the sample in 
terms of the household composition. The sample included four single parent and 12 
two-parent families. The number of children per family varied between one and four 
and the age of children varied between 1 and 16 years. In terms of occupational 
status, approximately one third of the sample worked in a professional role, one 
third in administrative and sales jobs and one third in semi-skilled or unskilled 
sectors.

To analyse the interviews, we used a thematic coding approach. First we identi-
fied the units of analysis, then grouped them according to themes (Strauss and Corbin 
1998). The results of the study presented in this paper identify tendencies in transna-
tionalism that might be common to a broader range of Latvian emigrants and their 
children, and possibly similar trends are likely to be observed in similar contexts.

7.4  Findings

It should be noted that in The Emigrant Communities of Latvia survey parents with 
children mentioned that in general they wanted their children to preserve the Latvian 
language and thus their sense of national belonging to Latvians and Latvia. The data 
of The Emigrant Communities of Latvia survey show that the vast majority (85%) 
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of those Latvian emigrants with children who spoke Latvian in their family while 
living in Latvia continue to do so when living in the UK. Most parents (70%) also 
pointed out that it was important for them that their children were either fluent in the 
Latvian language (50%) or at least understood it (20%). For a fairly large number of 
emigrants – a little more than a quarter (27%) – it did not matter if their children 
were able to communicate in the Latvian language.

At the same time, there is a reverse tendency for Latvian emigrants to identify 
themselves with the current home country, and not with Latvia and Latvians. 
According to the UK Population Census 2011, out of 6088 children under the age 
of 18 living in the UK with at least one parent whose national identity is Latvian, 
almost half the children or their parents (n = 2978) identified the child’s national 
identity as one of the UK identities (British, English, Welsh, Scottish, Northern 
Irish, Cornish). Slightly more than a third of the respondents (n = 2126) noted that 
their national identity was Latvian, while 3% expressed a dual identity of both the 
UK and Latvia and 13% indicated “other identities” (ONS 2015). These statistics 
demonstrate that the number of emigrant children identifying with the new home 
country is gradually increasing.

The findings of this qualitative research suggest that the formation of ‘belonging’ 
and ‘transnational identity’ is particularly shaped by two main factors: parental 
strategies in dealing with the use of two or more languages in everyday communica-
tion and the child’s first experiences at school and of learning the English 
language.

7.4.1  Parental Influences on the Formation of Transnational 
Identity in Children

Although this study restricted itself to families determined to maintain their ties 
with their country of origin, only a few of them said they insisted on speaking 
Latvian at home as an affirmation of belonging to Latvia and ‘Latvians’. This was 
despite the difficulties their children experienced in maintaining their mother 
tongue. For example, Maria and Peter who have three children and have lived in 
England for 4.5 years insist that only Latvian is spoken at home:

At home nobody speaks any other language [than Latvian]. We are Latvians. [..] Sometimes 
the children sign in English. [..] The oldest son sometimes does not know how to say some-
thing in Latvian, so he says it in English, but very rarely – just a word or so.

This is one example of a family in which the parents are determined to maintain 
their own national identity and that of their children, and they see language as a very 
important part of maintaining and confirming this identity.

Like other Latvian migrant families with this strong sense of national belonging, 
Maria and Peter are critical of families that do not use Latvian at home:

I know a family that have a Latvian child – David – who does not speak Latvian. I do not 
want my child to speak English at home; we will never speak English at home. He [our son] 
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does not have a choice because nobody will speak with him differently. My brother lives in 
Ireland. Seven or eight years already, I don’t know. […] and that mother [her brother’s 
partner] really wants them all to be Irish.

Migrant parents therefore have the complex task of persuading their children to 
speak Latvian in everyday life and maintaining a sense of belonging to Latvia, while 
also helping them learn English and develop a sense of belonging to England, to 
help the children form a transnational identity.

Research participants also observed that as their children’s use of English 
increased in everyday communication, even those born in Latvia slowly forgot their 
mother tongue, adapted English grammar in Latvian or even refused to use Latvian 
at home, especially if corrected when they made mistakes. One mother, Alise, who 
has a daughter and a son and has lived in England for 4 years, told this story about 
her son:

He knows that he is a Latvian, that he lives in England. [..] Once he hung a note on his door: 
‘Do not come into my room. I do not understand Latvian’. That was a while ago. It was 
quite terrible: he was very, very angry about something. I think he didn’t understand one 
word and somebody laughed about it or something, and that hurt him very much, I think. 
After that event Latvian for him is a little bit …’ [related to negative experiences and he 
does not use it as often].

Some respondents report incidents when their children have asked them not to 
speak Latvian when their friends are around because they feel ashamed. Maria men-
tioned that ‘Sometimes at school I feel that the older [boy] is a bit ashamed. He says: 
“Do not speak to me in Latvian. My schoolmates are listening.” Liang (2006) and 
Heller (1987) explain this as the tendency of migrant children to distance them-
selves from their mother tongue in order to assimilate into their new community. 
The findings from this study indicate that such tendencies can also be found among 
the 1.5 generation migrant children from Latvia.

Sometimes maintaining the Latvian part of their children’s transnational identity 
is motivated by the instrumental interests of the parents. Some parents emphasise 
that their main motivation of retaining a certain level of Latvian language skills is 
not simply to maintain a sense of national belonging, but because of more rational 
factors. The parents themselves find it easier to speak in Latvian and also they want 
their children to be able to communicate with their grandparents and other relatives 
back in Latvia.

Mass media and the use of social media play an important part in the formation 
of national identity among migrant children. Research shows that using various 
information sources and media in their native language positively influences the 
maintenance and development of the language of the country of origin, and their ties 
with it (Benesch 2008; Kivisto 2001). Some of the parents in the sample have 
attempted to immerse their children in the Latvian information field: they download 
and buy animation films, books and magazines in Latvian or ask relatives from 
Latvia to send them. However, they have observed that the children have to be 
encouraged repeatedly to use them.
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There is also an age correlation. The younger the children were when they arrived 
in England, the more passive their use of Latvian media was. However, this study 
finds that despite parental efforts, children might not use these outlets, and conse-
quently these sources might play a limited role in the formation of 
transnationalism.

Most parents participating in this study emphasised their support for both their 
children’s integration into the local community and for maintaining their Latvian 
language and national identity. Thus, it could be argued, they were supporting the 
formation of their children’s transnational identity. At the same time parents also 
expressed concerns about their loss of the Latvian language.

The interviews suggest that parents have used different strategies and methods to 
help their children learn English; for example, involving children in after-school 
clubs and using support available from their school. Some families began to talk to 
their children in English, especially when noticing that they are experiencing diffi-
culties with English spellings or pronunciation. For example, Rita and Andris, who 
have two children and have lived in England for 8 years, admitted that:

In our family we speak in mixed languages – both English and Latvian […] When he [the 
child] began his schooling, he didn’t know English at all, so I started to speak English at 
home to help him so that when he goes to school he understands something, at least. Now 
as a result he speaks more English than Latvian.

This example indicates that parental support for learning English in the form of 
using English at home can foster either the formation of a transnational identity or 
the national identity of the host country, although parents also acknowledge that 
after a while they realise that actively helping their children learn English has had a 
negative effect on maintaining and developing their mother tongue of Latvian (as 
cautioned by Pavlenko 2011; Yang 2010).

Ansis, who had lived with his partner and child in England for 4 years, observed 
that their mother tongue is becoming their daughter’s second language because 
everyday experiences at school and with friends happened in English, and therefore 
they were often discussed in English at home:

Our daughter learned two languages in parallel: actually, she learned more English than 
Latvian, and therefore she has no strong grounding in Latvian. That is a bit of a problem. It 
would have been better, I think, if she would have had a strong foundation in Latvian, 
although it is difficult to tell. At home we speak Latvian. Our daughter has a problem if she 
wants to tell us about what she does at school or with her friends, because that happens in 
English and many things related to it are in English. She does not know enough Latvian 
words to say it in Latvian.

Parents themselves also acknowledge that sometimes they do not know the 
Latvian words for new toys or games. Increasingly, therefore, English enters com-
munication between parents and children.

These findings are similar to those of Pavlenko (2011) that children develop their 
vocabulary in the language of the country of settlement and do not seek new words 
to describe their experiences in their mother tongue. This could be especially com-
mon among children who emigrated while still very young, indicating that even if a 
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child forms a transnational identity his or her connections with the country and 
language of origin could weaken over time.

7.4.2  First Experiences at School and Learning the English 
Language as Factors Influencing the Formation 
of Transnational Identity

The interview data suggest that first experiences at an English school play a crucial 
role in learning English and successfully adapting to and integrating into the new 
country of settlement.

Anna, a divorced mother who has lived in England for 5 years, has two underage 
children and one adult daughter. Her daughter was 14 when they arrived in England. 
She shared an experience of her daughter’s successful adaptation to school and 
acquisition of the English language, emphasising a migrant-friendly and supportive 
environment at the school in England her children attended:

My daughter was very happy. From the first day she was excited that everybody was greet-
ing her, asking ‘What is your name, where are you from?’ and hugging her. She said the 
attitude and the relationships were so different from when she went to school in Latvia, 
where either nobody speaks to each other or talks about each other behind their backs. Her 
English was not good, but she was diligent and adapted [that is, she learned English and did 
well in the school].

Similar positive experiences were reported by Marta, a mother of two children, 
who had separated from her partner. She had lived in England for 8  years and 
emphasised her daughter’s openness to change that helped her integrate into the 
school successfully, despite an initial lack of English language skills:

We never had any problems at school. She adapted within the first two weeks. I said to the 
teacher: ‘If there are any problems, call me!’ [...] She did not know any English at all, but 
she adapted. Seven years old, ideal, no problems at all. [...] And after three months she knew 
English so well that I was sitting and thinking “I lived here for how many years? … four? 
… and I don’t know it so well.

In contrast, Maria and Peter, who had lived with their three children in the United 
Kingdom for 4.5 years, acknowledged that their first few weeks in the country were 
difficult for their son. He was five when he started at school:

Our child had many more problems that we did, at the beginning. He didn’t speak at all. [..] 
He had to go to school three days after our arrival. For the first year, he didn’t know English. 
[..] Everywhere there were unfamiliar people, unfamiliar faces. I taught him a few words: 
what to say if he is in pain or needs to go to the toilet, but it was very hard for him at the 
beginning. He was five years old. The teacher said that he only began to speak English after 
a year or so. He just kept silent. He made some friends after a year….very slowly.

This example indicates a slower and more challenging process of learning 
English as part of the formation of a transnational identity. Later in the interview, 

D. Kamerāde and I. Skubiņa



155

Maria and Peter explained that, despite these initial difficulties, their son eventually 
became fluent in English. He is now using both Latvian and English when commu-
nicating with them and his siblings at home.

The interview data thus indicate that schooling experiences in the new country of 
settlement are important for forming a transnational identity, acquiring the language 
of the new host country and forming a sense of belonging and social integration. 
These findings are in line with other studies that also found that the first experiences 
in the new country of settlement – and experiences at school in particular – signifi-
cantly affect the formation of identity and belonging among 1.5 generation migrants 
(Awokoya 2012). As Awokoya’s study was conducted in a different social context 
(involving 1.5 generation Nigerian migrant children and youths) the similarities in 
the findings indicate that the role of school experiences in the process of transna-
tional identity formation could be significant in a variety of social contexts in terms 
of language and belonging.

The findings also uncovered the first signs of the cross-over effect described by 
Rosenthal (1987). Marta’s daughter learned the language of the host country faster 
than her mother, which might indicate that transnational identity is formed faster in 
child migrants than in migrant parents.

7.4.3  Interaction with Other Latvian Children in Emigration 
and Transnational Identity Formation

Migrant supplementary schools play an important role in forming and maintaining 
a Latvian identity and ties with Latvia as part of a transnational identity. Migrant 
supplementary schools are usually organised and run by parents themselves on a 
voluntary basis and are open once or twice a month on Saturdays or Sundays. The 
services offered by these schools vary depending on the location, available resources 
and vision of the founders of the school. These schools are an opportunity for 
Latvian migrant children and parents to meet other children and to learn about 
Latvian history and traditions. However, according to the official data, only a rela-
tively small proportion of migrants with children attend such schools (Kārkliņa and 
Kamerāde 2016; NIPSIPP 2015). Several parents said that supplementary schools 
are not a priority for them. If children happen to have other activities at that time or 
a school is too far away, they do not attend them.

The opinions and experiences of parents whose children do attend these schools 
differ as to how they can help them form transnational identities. This may depend 
on which school their child attends or on the parents’ own expectations of what the 
school should or should not be offering.

Some parents welcome the school’s role in teaching language and traditions, but 
do not like it becoming a play school. While the original focus of the school was on 
Latvian history and traditions, if it becomes more engaged in organising entertain-
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ment activities and events the parents say its influence on maintaining national iden-
tity decreases.

Parents like Rita and Andris say they have seen children in Latvian supplemen-
tary schools speaking English among themselves, and they are critical:

We attend a Latvian supplementary school in [a certain city] and keep in touch with one 
family who live in [name of city]. I don’t know about [how much] learning [is done] but [it’s 
good for the kids] to meet and hear Latvian, to learn … just to communicate]. Although I 
have to say most children that come here [to the supplementary school] do not speak 
Latvian. They speak English to each other.

Some research participants were sceptical about the long-term effects of Latvian 
supplementary schools in maintaining Latvian language and identity. They say 
these schools are more oriented towards pre-school and primary school age chil-
dren, while teenagers refuse to attend them because they find them ‘boring’. This 
finding indicates that as children grow older the role of migrant supplementary 
schools diminishes as a factor affecting the formation of transnational identities.

Summer camps for diaspora children are often aimed at forming and maintaining 
Latvian identity and ties with Latvia. Inga is married with two children and has lived 
in England for 11 years. Like several other parents in the sample, she expressed 
concerns that these camps were not well suited to their needs because they were 
organised mostly when their children are still at school or when the parents them-
selves did not have holidays.

Some participants reported that, in contrast to what might be expected, commu-
nicating and interacting with other Latvian children living in emigration did not 
help the 1.5 generation to maintain their mother tongue. Parents often mentioned 
that Latvian children began to communicate with each other in English and that 
parents often had to remind them to speak Latvian. Alise, who had lived with her 
partner and two children in England for 4 years, noted:

We often have to remind them: “Speak to your sister and your cousin’s children in Latvian”. 
They prefer to speak English. They [can] speak Latvian, but they need reminding because 
they use English every day. Similarly the boy, my youngest brother, he is fifteen, he has a 
friend, also Latvian, but as soon as they begin to talk about school, they do not know how 
to say it. They don’t know how to explain it in Latvian.

These findings are further confirmation that the language of the country of settle-
ment becomes dominant in the identity of 1.5 generation children – transnational or 
otherwise. Their mother tongue becomes a second language, spoken by family and 
friends.

Similar tendencies of migrant children preferring the language of their country 
of settlement have been observed by Cummins (2000) and Huss (2008). To sum up, 
our interviews with parents suggest that 1.5 generation migrants from Latvia are on 
the path to become transnationals or what Yang (2010) describes as ‘English domi-
nant bilinguals’, characterised by two intersected and mixed but still distinguishable 
language-based identities.
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7.5  Discussion and Conclusions

According to the literature, transnational identity is characterised by maintaining 
ties of high intensity and regularity with both the country of origin and the host 
country, including the retention of the mother tongue and the learning of the lan-
guage of the country of settlement. The aim of this study has been to examine the 
parental perceptions of how these transnational ties – and especially the language 
ties – are developed and maintained in their children. This study questioned how the 
1.5 generation migrant children from Latvia were maintaining and developing lan-
guage ties both to their country of origin and the country of settlement. In particular, 
using in-depth interviews with 16 parents, this study focused on some of the factors 
affecting the formation of transnational identity, such as parental influences on lan-
guage choices, a child’s first experiences at school, their language use and their 
participation in supplementary schools and summer camps.

The results suggest that at least so far there is little evidence as to the develop-
ment of a strong transnational identity among 1.5 generation migrant children from 
Latvia: that is, children born in Latvia who emigrated during their childhood. 
Instead this study observed a tendency towards integration and assimilation into the 
new host country, a tendency either facilitated by their parents or occurring despite 
their parents’ efforts to maintain ties with Latvia.

Latvian 1.5 generation migrants have a tendency to become ‘English-dominant 
bilinguals’ (Yang 2010), who prefer to use English as their day-to-day communica-
tion language, often despite their parents asking them to use Latvian. Their use of 
language depends on the context they operate in. At home they often speak Latvian 
with their parents, while at school and in other situations they use English. 
Characteristically, in day-to-day communication Latvian is often replaced by 
English, a tendency also observed by Huss (2008). Initially, both languages are 
mixed into the same sentence. Later, even their thinking is formulated in English. 
Depending on the social situation, children pick and choose which part of their 
identity to express and present to the outside world. They may prefer to use Latvian 
and to be Latvian when talking to a grandmother, friends or relatives in Latvia. In 
turn they would use English to integrate and belong inside and outside the school 
and when spending time with friends, both Latvian and English, who speak English.

The sample for the present study was selected from parents whose children 
attend Latvian supplementary schools, on the assumption that this attendance indi-
cated their commitment to retaining ties with Latvia and a Latvian identity. However, 
only a small number of the families in the sample insisted on the use of Latvian as 
the only language at home as a way of retaining Latvian as a language their children 
can speak. Most parents accepted the increasingly frequent use of English in the 
family, thus supporting the development of transnational identities where the 
English language becomes dominant. Taking into account the sample characteris-
tics, this finding might seem puzzling or even contradictory. However, it might sig-
nal that parents are trying to balance the challenges presented by the process of 
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integrating into the host country while retaining ties with the country of origin at the 
same time. By accepting the occasional use of English at home they help their chil-
dren integrate into the host country. Taking them to a Latvian supplementary school, 
in theory at least, helps their children keep in touch with their Latvian identity and 
Latvia. In this way, the parents facilitate the formation of transnational identities.

Although parents have a strong influence on the formation of the identity of their 
children, and may have a general understanding of their experience, their knowl-
edge of the nuances of this experience is likely to be limited. The question remains 
how these 1.5 generation migrant children see themselves and describe themselves 
in terms of national and transnational identity. Are they Latvians? Latvians living in 
England? English Latvians? Latvian-English? For now, the findings from this study 
suggest that the transnational identity of 1.5 generation Latvian migrant children is, 
over time, becoming dominated by the language of the new country of settlement.

As migration expands the field of identity these findings suggest that instead of 
migrant children developing a new additional, supplementary national identity 
alongside the national identity of their country of origin, instead the identity of the 
country of settlement becomes dominant.

The findings of this research supplement the results of previous studies and clar-
ify directions for the improvement of the state’s educational policies and the infor-
mation that should be provided to parents of children in the diaspora.

Given that the Latvian diaspora in the United Kingdom is one of the largest, we 
must be aware that a significant proportion of Latvian migrants in the UK have 
lower qualifications, are employed in average and low-skilled jobs and are not 
always insured. They are more likely to be segregated and live in municipalities 
where the standards of education in schools are not always the highest – and they do 
not have the skills to search for better educational opportunities for their children 
(Cara 2015). In this context, it is an alarming fact that children who use Latvian as 
the first language at home get lower grades in secondary school exams compared 
with other non-British children and those with English as their first language (Cara 
2015; Strand et al. 2015).

All this highlights the urgent need to educate parents about the advantages of 
dual language usage and on the positive impact on the child’s development mother 
tongue preservation has (Margevica-Grinberga 2015).

This will help reduce parental frustration and motivate parents to organise them-
selves, such as to participate in the Latvian schools and in the community to help 
their children developing the transnational identity formed when migrants concur-
rently maintain relationships of high intensity and regularity with their country of 
origin and country of settlement.
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