When Inclusion Excludes: Challenging Social Mixing as a Solution to Educational Inequality through the Lens of Gentrification.

Social mixing or desegregation is frequently presented as a means to reduce inequalities affecting minoritized and low-income communities not only in neighborhoods but also in schools. Building on the emerging literature on school gentrification, this study examines this master narrative by centering the experiences of minoritized working-class families in a gentrifying inner-city school in Ghent, Belgium. Using interview data, we argue that social mixing does not necessarily eliminate existing inequalities but can, in fact, generate new ones. The article concludes by outlining key implications for future research, policy and practice.

Introduction
Over the past two decades, the concept of "social mix" has become a cornerstone of urban policy discourse across the Western world. Social mix policies have been widely adopted in countries such as Australia (Arthurson, 2012), Belgium (Van Criekingen, 2012), Canada (Rose et al., 2013), Denmark (Christensen, 2015), England (Davidson, 2008), Finland (Dhalmann & Vilkama, 2009), France (Rose et al., 2013), Germany (Münch, 2009), the Netherlands (van Kempen & Bolt, 2009), Sweden (Musterd & Anderson, 2005), and the United States (Popkin et al., 2004). These policies are premised on the assumption that desegregation or social mixing benefits poor and minoritized households by addressing a host of social ills characterizing disadvantaged neighborhoods (see Cheshire, 2009 on this “neighborhood effect thesis”). This logic has also extended to the realm of education, where proponents argue that mixed communities foster mixed schools, ultimately improving educational outcomes for poor and minoritized students. As Stillman (2012, p. 1) argues in a U.S. context:

[…] Reinvestment of capital in underprivileged, urban communities has the effect of putting the affluent and the poor on the same streets, and has the potential to do the same in schools. Racial segregation and concentrated poverty rarely breed an optimal environment for learning, and the arrival of the gentry in urban schools offers the potential to improve them.

As with mixed neighborhoods, mixed schools are often assumed to be inherently beneficial for socioeconomically disadvantaged and minoritized students in urban areas. This article seeks to critically interrogate this master narrative by broadening the discussion. Currently, the debate on social mixing in, and desegregation of, inner-city public schools in the education literature remains narrowly focused on a single question: Does mixing improve the academic performance of socioeconomically disadvantaged and minoritized students? While undeniably important, this focus tends to obscure a deeper examination of how integration initiatives interact with broader structures of educational (in)equality. Such inquiry, however, is far from irrelevant for at least two reasons. Firstly, as Biesta (2007, p. 9) aptly notes “knowledge about the effectiveness of interventions is not, as such, a sufficient basis for decisions about educational action”. Effective policymaking requires consideration of potential unintended consequences and side effects of mixing initiatives. Second, research on social mix at the neighborhood level has highlighted unintended consequences such as marginalization, class tensions, and displacement (Atkinson, 2015; Cheshire, 2009; Davidson, 2008), thus prompting us to at least question whether similar dynamics may unfold in schools. 
In order to succeed in this endeavor, attention is focused on an all-minority school located in Brugse Poort, a gentrifying district of Ghent, Belgium. From the year 2000, this school actively sought to diversify its student body by catering to white middle-class newcomers. Successful in its endeavors, the school has garnered acclaim as a model of desegregation, hailed by both academics and the media. Drawing on a variety of data sources, most notably interviews with minoritized low-income parents—whose voices have been largely absent in the literature on school integration (Quarles & Butler, 2018), we aim to broaden truths on social mix policies. The study is guided by two interrelated research questions: (1) How does the influx of white middle-class families reshape school practices, dynamics, and structures, and how do these changes disrupt existing inequalities or generate new ones? (2) How do minoritized, low-income parents experience and interpret these changes within the school environment? While the second question is addressed through interviews with minoritized low-income parents, the first question complements this with interviews with white middle-class families, school staff, as well as field notes and document analysis. These two questions allow us to examine both the structural effects of social mixing initiatives, and the subjective meanings attached to it by families. In fact, as Thomas and Thomas (1928, p. 572) remind us, “[i]f men define situations as real, they are real in their consequences.” Exploring both what changes and how these are perceived is thus essential to understanding the lived realities of educational inequality in urban schools.
The article proceeds as follows. First, we review the literature on social mixing, both on the neighborhood level and the school level. In so doing, we argue for the adoption of gentrification as a lens—a lens foreign to educational research—to critically assess school integration policies. This lens is particularly valuable because the concept of gentrification highlights not only the influx of financial, social, and cultural capital, which may or may not benefit disadvantaged families. It also, and more importantly, highlights the class dynamics often obscured by the less critical framing of “social mix.” Unlike the latter, gentrification foregrounds social hierarchies and the conflicting needs and preferences between groups, which can give rise to class struggle and even lead to displacement. Next, we provide an overview of the district and school under study, with particular attention to the role of urban policymakers and practitioners in shaping these processes. We then outline our methodology and data sources before presenting our findings. Finally, we conclude by discussing the broader implications of our study.

Literature review
The gospel of social mix 
Across the Western world, policymakers and urban planners increasingly promote gentrification—often euphemistically labelled social mixing—as a solution to the social challenges affecting high-poverty and minority neighborhoods (Lees, Butler, & Bridge, 2012; Paton, 2014).  Also on the school level, a lot is expected from an influx of the middle classes. As Billingham and Kimelberg (2013, p. 104) argue:

The factors that lead municipal officials to aggressively court the middle class to inner-city neighborhoods—an infusion of revenue, the promise of physical upgrades, and a presumed increase in stability—carry a similar appeal to leaders of inner-city schools. If urban public school districts can convince middle-class families to enrol their children, the thinking goes, disadvantaged schools (and all of the children in them) will reap the benefits of these families’ financial contributions, political power, and social capital in the form of improved facilities, higher quality academic programs, and greater oversight. 

Exemplary for this thinking is the much-discussed book by Kahlenberg (2003), All Together Now: Creating Middle-Class Schools Through Public School Choice. Building on decades of research—dating back to Coleman et al.'s seminal Equality of Educational Opportunity (1966) which links socioeconomic segregation to disparities in educational outcomes—Kahlenberg argues that a majority presence of middle-class families is the strongest predictor of school quality and, consequently, a safeguard against educational inequality. Interestingly, while no comprehensive model fully explains the correlation between student composition and academic outcomes (Reardon & Owens, 2014), many scholars assume that composition itself is a determining factor, thus treating mixing as a solution to educational inequality (see Rumberger and Palardy, 2005 for two alternative explanatory models). Supporters of this thesis often rely on arguments akin to those used to advocate for social mix at the neighborhood level. For instance, it is suggested that middle-class parents will actively defend the schools their children attend by advocating for high standards, quality teaching staff, and efficient resource allocation. Additionally, middle-class parents are believed to possess a higher volume of economic, social, and cultural capital which they are more likely to mobilize to secure adequate resources for schools. Finally, they are thought to serve as role models, hence sparking greater involvement of disadvantaged families in their children’s school and school life. Proponents of this “idealized gentrification scenario” (Keels, Burdick-Will, & Keene, 2013, p. 240) argue that such dynamics explain why mixed schools tend to improve the outcomes of disadvantaged pupils, an idea that has garnered some empirical support (cf. Edelberg & Kurland, 2011; Stillman, 2012).
It is important to recognize, however, that the research cited above addresses one specific dimension of student composition: socioeconomic status. When it comes to ethnic composition, the picture becomes considerably more complex. While some studies have found correlations between the presence of ethnically dominant student groups and improved outcomes for minoritized students (Logan, Minca & Adar, 2012; Stiefel, Schwartz & Chellman, 2007), others report no significant association once socioeconomic status is accounted for (Agirdag, Van Houtte & Van Avermaet, 2012). Nonetheless, in practice, policy makers and school leaders often place equal or even greater emphasis on socio-ethnic composition when implementing mixing strategies, positioning it as a key lever for equity (Agirdag, Van Houtte & Van Avermaet, 2012). For this reason, any thorough examination of social mixing practices must consider both socio-economic and socio-ethnic dimensions, as both are not only often conflated or treated as proxies in policy discourse and practice but are also frequently pursued in tandem as levers for educational equality.

The gospel under scrutiny on the neighborhood level
While social mix strategies have generally been welcomed at the school level, their application at the neighborhood level has faced intense criticism from at least three angles. First, some scholars have started to question the true motives behind these policies, suggesting they may serve a broader, less benign agenda. Lees, Butler, and Bridge (2012, p. 7), for example, argue that rather than fostering genuine integration, social mix strategies often function as a steppingstone toward full-scale gentrification—what they term "gentrification by stealth." Second, critics are challenging the effectiveness of social mix policies, arguing that their benefits, if any, are marginal at best (cf. Slater, 2013). Studies suggest that gentrifiers (i) primarily defend the amenities that align with their own interests, thereby changing neighborhoods according to their image, (ii)  engage with long-time residents only superficially, hence limiting opportunities for meaningful social capital exchange, and (iii) often bypass local businesses in favor of external commercial hubs, thus undermining the existing local economy (Davidson, 2008; Schuermans, Meeus, & De Decker, 2014). Third, some scholars claim that social mix policies also entail costs for disadvantaged and minoritized communities. Research indicates that in gentrifying neighborhoods, long-time residents often (i) encounter diminished social networks that could aid in securing suitable job opportunities, (ii) grapple with losing a sense of place, and (iii) face substantial displacement pressures (Goossens, Oosterlynck & Bradt, 2020; Cheshire, 2009; Davidson, 2008). Taken together, these critiques lead Lees (2008) to describe social mix discourse as a "gospel" (p. 2450), arguing that such policies "rely on a common set of beliefs about the benefits of mixed communities, with little evidence to support them" (p. 2463). 

The gospel rarely scrutinized on the school level
Despite the growing critique of social mix strategies in gentrifying neighborhoods, similar scrutiny remains largely absent in the context of schools. Surprisingly, a robust body of research critically examining the “idealized gentrification scenario” in education has yet to fully develop (Keels, Burdick-Will, & Keene, 2013, p. 240). Specifically, there is a pressing need for studies that explore the internal dynamics of disadvantaged and all-minority schools undergoing integration, desegregation and gentrification, particularly in relation to equity (Diem et al., 2018). Some scholars have nevertheless begun to pose critical questions (see Pearman, 2018 or Quarles & Butler, 2018 for an overview). A key contribution in this area is the study by Cucchiara and Horvat (2009), which examines the involvement of gentrifier parents in two urban public elementary schools in a northeastern U.S. city. Their findings reveal that while gentry parents were highly engaged in both schools, the outcomes of their involvement varied significantly. In one school, parental efforts were directed toward securing resources and benefits for the entire school community. In contrast, in the other, these advantages often remained confined to the children of middle-class families and their specific classrooms (cf. Crozier, Reay, & James, 2011). Moreover, whereas gentry parents in one school embraced and valued diversity, in the other, their engagement largely focused on attracting middle-class families similar to themselves (cf. Freidus, 2016). This divergence underscores how middle-class parental involvement can reinforce privilege and shape school cultures in ways that may not align with broader equity goals. Furthermore, a study by Posey-Maddox (2014) shows that the arrival of white middle-class families can reshape parent involvement structures in schools, such as Parent-Teacher Organizations (PTOs), by introducing more professionalized and resource-intensive practices. While these changes may increase fundraising capacity, they also tend to privilege those with greater social and cultural capital, making it more difficult for lower-income families to participate meaningfully. As a result, decision-making power often becomes concentrated among more affluent parents, reinforcing existing social hierarchies and deepening patterns of exclusion. Consequently, as has been argued by, Posey-Maddox, Kimelberg and Cucchiara (2014, p. 446):

[T]he movement of middle-class families into some urban public schools raises important questions about the extent to which such changes disrupt existing patterns of segregation and inequality or contribute to new forms of marginalization and exclusion. 

Building on this emerging critical literature, the present study examines an urban public school in a gentrifying district of Ghent, Belgium. Responding to the research call by Posey-Maddox, Kimelberg, and Cucchiara (2014), this work critically engages with the concept of school gentrification. It specifically asks whether, and how, school mixing disrupts existing inequalities and/or might entail new ones. In so doing, this study contributes to literature in three main ways. First, while prior research has largely focused on the perspectives of middle-class parents and school staff, this study shifts the focus to the experiences of low-income parents with migration backgrounds. This perspective not only captures the impact of increasing middle-class enrolment but also sheds light on how families most affected by gentrification perceive these changes—an aspect largely overlooked in previous research. As Quarles and Butler (2018, p. 458) note, while existing research has explored the perspectives of parent gentrifiers, “the field still knows much less about how longtime residents, including low-income and racial and ethnic minority families, experience neighborhood and school ascent associated with gentrification.” Second, whereas previous studies have primarily examined contexts with limited school choice and a strict financial divide between public and private education, this study focuses on a setting where school choice has historically been extensive, and private schools must forgo tuition fees if they wish to grant official diplomas. Context is crucial in school integration research (Green et al., 2022), as the degree of school choice and the ability to opt out of the public system may shape not only the extent of school mixing but also the type of gentrifiers who choose to integrate. While in contexts with unrestricted school choice, fewer schools experience social mixing (Parker, 2012), those that do might primarily attract families who deliberately seek diversity (Goossens et al., 2018), potentially leading to more positive outcomes for low-income and minoritized families. Finally, this study applies gentrification not merely as a contextual backdrop but also as an analytical lens for examining social mixing processes. This perspective might enable a deeper understanding of the complexities at play, a matter to which we now turn.

Gentrification as an analytical framework
This study remains closely aligned with the concept and literature on gentrification, arguing that it serves as a critical lens for examining mixing processes in education. Unlike social mix—a term commonly used by educational scholars that often lacks critical depth—gentrification inherently conveys implications of displacement and class struggle. As Lees, Butler, and Bridge (2012, p. 1) note, gentrification is not “neutered” in the same way as social mix, making it a powerful tool for uncovering issues of (in)equality that might otherwise be overlooked. Through the prism of gentrification, at least three key issues come into focus. First, unlike the concept of social mix, gentrification does not assume that individuals in mixed environments acquire equal standing. Quite the opposite, it highlights how differences in individuals’ capital stocks, when deployed, can produce status and power inequalities within a given space. This, in turn, shapes who holds influence and decision-making power in such environments (see Goossens, Oosterlynck & Bradt, 2020). Thus, gentrification directs attention to the position and voice of various actors in mixed environments, highlighting potential inequalities. Second, as gentrification expresses key aspects of class and class formation, it acknowledges that different groups’ interests do not necessarily align and can, in fact, come into conflict. As Atkinson (2006, p. 826) asserts “[g]entrification represents a tendency to appropriate neighborhood spaces in order to build common identities to sustain the social needs of new residents”. This process can lead to the marginalization of certain groups whose needs are either overlooked or deemed secondary. By framing school mixing as, and through, gentrification, we are urged to examine the needs of the most vulnerable. Specifically, how these needs may be overlooked, put aside or rendered as illegitimate within mixing initiatives and mixed environments. Third, the concept of gentrification is predicated on the idea that an influx of white middle-class families can lead to the displacement of socioeconomically disadvantaged groups. In fact, when in 1964, Ruth Glass coined the concept, the author included displacement as an essential characteristic (see Glass, 1964). While displacement can entail physical dislocation, it is more broadly understood as a rupture in people’s connection to place (Elliot-Cooper, Hubbard, & Lees, 2019), driven not only by economic forces but also by political, social, and cultural transformations (Davidson, 2009). As a result, gentrification naturally directs attention to shifts in families’ sense of place amid school mixing processes. By employing gentrification as an analytical lens, this study aims to uncover the meaning of mixing for socioeconomically disadvantaged and minoritized families—specifically in relation to their sense of place, position, voice, and needs.

Research context
The district
Brugse Poort is one of the twenty-five city districts of Ghent, a midsized Belgian city of approximately 260.000 inhabitants. Situated northwest of the city center, Brugse Poort developed in the early nineteenth century as one of the new industrial centers of the city. Since the 1960s, however, Brugse Poort witnessed a series of factory closures leading to a process of neighborhood decline. Moreover, many of the district’s middle-class residents started to leave for the suburbs. From the 1970s onward, Brugse Poort began to diversify ethnically as the remaining industry started to recruit labor migrants, mainly from Turkey and Maghreb countries. Today, the district remains highly diverse, with 55.0% of its 19,826 residents of foreign origin. Socio-economically, the district comprises a high number of economically vulnerable residents. For instance, with 16,189 euro in 2021, the average annual net income was 25.5% below the city’s average of 20,921 euro.
Yet, since the 1990s Brugse Poort has started to gentrify. Whereas initially spurred by the actions of white middle-class families buying and rehabilitating former working-class houses, since the 2000s also property developers have jumped on the bandwagon. For instance, next to recently established businesses, one can also find newly established student complexes, gated communities, a series of loft apartments, and a smart city acceleration hub. The planning and implementation of an urban renewal project in Brugse Poort from 1998 possibly explains this movement of capital (Smith, 1979). In fact, although the urban renewal project in Brugse Poort was coupled to a social agenda, which foresaw investments in a Community Health Center, a social-artistic organization and a social economy firm, it also explicitly aimed to promote a “social mix” through the physical upgrading of the neighborhood (see Van Bouchaute, 2013 on the role of the government in the gentrification of Brugse Poort).

The school
It is widely recognized that neighborhood demographics have a profound effect on, and are reflected in, the student bodies of (public) schools (McPherson, 2011). Turning to our research context, the handful of elementary schools in Brugse Poort have been no exception to this. Initially serving predominantly white working-class families, these schools witnessed a gradual increase in ethnic diversity coinciding with changes in neighborhood demographics. Furthermore, the representation of minoritized families in neighborhood schools was amplified as some white families sought refuge in whiter schools in other districts.[footnoteRef:1] Our case study school, referred to here as Park Lane, followed a similar trajectory. Initially, it experienced a modest influx of minoritized families. By the early 1990s, however, Park Lane reached a tipping point which marked the beginning of a process of white flight, ultimately culminating in Park Lane becoming an all-minority school. However, the school board observed that this demographic shift was accompanied by poor academic performance among students. As efforts to seek additional knowledge, insights, and public resources failed, the board started looking for an answer in the idea of a social and ethnical mix, believing that a more diverse student body could benefit the disadvantaged and minoritized communities they served. Recognizing Brugse Poort’s ongoing demographic transformation, the board sought to attract new families and found a solution in the establishment of a progressive enclave program (cf. Stillman, 2012). More specifically, in 2000 a project following a progressive child-centered pedagogy was set up within the school to which families could apply. Although officially part of the school, this program initially operated as a separate entity in practice: students entered through a different entrance, had their own designated playground, and were subject to distinct admission criteria—including a quota limiting minoritized and socioeconomically vulnerable students to a maximum of 30%. These measures, which were all taken pro-actively to entice white middle-class gentrifiers, did not prove unsuccessful. Today, Park Lane is a thriving progressive school that is in high demand with a fraction of white middle-class families. Although the quota on minoritized and economically disadvantaged pupils has been abolished, the student body has changed dramatically. While in the 2004-2005 academic year, 73.43% of Park Lane's students spoke a language other than Dutch at home, and 72.86% had mothers with low education levels, a decade later, these figures decreased to 25.45% and 32.72%, respectively. Consequently, the story of Park Lane is often mentioned as a blueprint for, and good practice of, desegregation. [1:  This may be attributed to the structure of Ghent’s education system, which historically prioritized parental freedom of choice, allowing enrolment requests to be processed on a “first come, first served” basis. However, in recent years, this absolute freedom has been somewhat curtailed. Since the 2009–2010 school year, enrolment priority has been determined by residential proximity, with children living closer to a school receiving higher rankings. ] 


Data and methods
The research reported here was carried out as part of a six-year research project on gentrification in the context of Brugse Poort. In this special attention was given to the relationship between gentrification and schools, an aspect often overlooked in gentrification research as most gentrifiers tend to arrive childless to the city (Bondi, 1999; Ley, 1996).[footnoteRef:2] The project includes data on both the neighborhood and our case study school, Park Lane, with this article primarily drawing on the latter. More specifically, this study is based on 64 interviews with key actors at the school, including 6 with school staff members and 58 with parents whose children were enrolled at the time of the interview (i.e., between April 2015 and July 2018). The interviews with parents can roughly be divided into two categories. On the one hand, 35 interviews were conducted with white middle-class gentry parents. On the other hand, 23 interviews were carried out with low-income mothers with a migration background. While we acknowledge that our sample does not fully represent the diversity within Park Lane, we intentionally focused on these two groups as they are central figures in discussions on school mixing.  Whereas members of the former group are often defined as the ones improving the quality of urban public schools, members of the latter group are portrayed as the beneficiaries of desegregation and social mixing. Interviewees were recruited in two ways. White middle-class gentrifiers were solicited through an advert posted on the Facebook group of the Parental Committee of the school, which provided information on the researcher and the research topic. In contrast, working-class mothers with a migration background were approached in person at the school during drop-off and pick-up times. The first two authors engaged with parents in informal conversations, introducing the study before requesting interviews. While mothers were not specifically targeted, our sample consists exclusively of women—a reflection of the fact that, as with white middle-class families, educational involvement was largely perceived as “mother’s work” (Reay, 1998, p. 148). [2:  However, as Karsten (2014) demonstrates, many gentrifiers eventually transition from “yuppies” (young urban professionals) to what she calls “yupps” (young urban professional parents). Furthermore, recent studies indicate that a growing proportion of these gentrifying parents opt to remain in the city even as their children enter school age (see, for instance, Hostenbach & Boterman, 2018).] 

The interviews covered a range of topics, including: (i) parents’ experiences at the school, (ii) their involvement in their children’s education, (iii) their interactions with other parents and school staff, and (iv) their perceptions of available resources and barriers within the school. It is important to note that we did not impose a predefined conceptualization of parental involvement, as doing so could potentially overlook parental understandings and activities that fall outside conventional notions of involvement (cf. López, 2001). Instead, parents were encouraged to define and describe their own forms of engagement.  Following data collection, all interviews were transcribed orthographically. After multiple close readings, memos were added to supplement field notes taken during and immediately after interviews. Thematic coding of the transcripts was then conducted using the qualitative data analysis software Nvivo. In addition to the interviews, complementary material was collected via observations in, and informal talks on, Park Lane. For instance, the first author participated, inter alia, in Parental Committee meetings, school festivities and school tours for prospective parents. Furthermore, close attention was paid to media coverage and Facebook groups related to Park Lane. Finally, relevant documents from the school archive were examined, providing insight into changes in student demographics and funding throughout the school's transformation process.

Results
A catalyst for school improvement
As a thriving inner-city school, Park Lane benefits from both a highly motivated staff and an engaged parent community. Each morning, parents can be seen actively participating in school life—interacting with teachers, reading to children, and joining in games. This level of parental involvement is strongly encouraged, as the school places a high value on fostering collaboration between families and educators. Contrary to the widespread stereotype of the uninvolved working-class and minoritized parent (see López, 2001 for a critique), our findings reveal that parental engagement extends beyond white middle-class gentrifiers. Many working-class mothers with a migration background chaperone field trips, prepare dishes for school festivities, and enthusiastically support children’s weekly performances. However, patterns of involvement vary by gender, class, and migration background (cf. McGrath & Kuriloff, 1999). As already became clear during the recruiting phase of interviewees, it are mothers who are predominantly involved at their children’s education and school, an observation that holds true across class and migration background. Turning to class and migration background, we noticed that minoritized working-class mothers primarily engaged in hands-on, operational, and practical activities with children, often organized and supervised by the school itself (e.g., such as the ones mentioned above). While many of the white middle-class parents we interviewed also participated in such activities, some of them were also involved at the school in a more technical manner (e.g., drawing out plans for renovations or discussing at a meeting how the road traffic safety around the school can be improved). Moreover, many also participated in activities without children (e.g., going to the school’s parents party and other fund-raising events at the school). This broader involvement was often self-initiated and was characterized by a structured and organized approach. Notably, since the influx of white middle-class gentrifiers, Park Lane has witnessed the formation of a Parents Committee (PC), composed predominantly of white middle-class members, along with several work groups operating under the association's umbrella. Through the PC and its associated work groups, numerous projects have been successfully implemented for the benefit of the school. Specifically, these initiatives have led to significant enhancements in the school's infrastructure. For instance, during the school year 2015-2016, the PC was able to redevelop the playground from a dreary concrete space into a green and stimulating environment. To accomplish this, the PC diligently pursued various avenues, including securing subsidies, hosting fundraising events, and leveraging the expertise of its members (e.g., a parent who was also an architect drew out the plans for the playground). In the same school year, the PC also acquired 20 computers for the school after a parent, who worked for a company discarding old hardware, arranged for their purchase at a bargain price. Next to infrastructure improvements, the PC has also increased learning opportunities for pupils at Park Lane by establishing extracurricular activities, funding school trips, and organizing several educational activities. That the PC and its work groups are a catalyst for school improvement, is being buttressed by Park Lane’s current principal.

It is a very active PC who organizes a lot of activities. So you can really speak of a community that goes beyond the things the school is taking care of. Those parents have helped to shape things around here. (Current principal)

On a smaller scale, white middle-class gentry parents also have worked to improve the school outside of the PC. On several occasions throughout interviews, parents indicated how they improved the infrastructure and/or provided unique learning opportunities in consultation with their child’s teacher. 

I remember that in the first or second year of kindergarten the teacher had an idea like “I want a giant dollhouse in here, one that is so big that they [i.e., the children] can play in it”. So with two other fathers we started to work on it and two weeks later there was a kind of inside tree house. (Nahan, white middle-class father)

I used to work for the Faculty of Architecture of [higher educational institution]. I invited the whole class for half a day to make sketches and scale models and to build things and to give them a tour. (Beatrice, white middle-class mother)

Moreover, it appears that the same parents were very active in monitoring the school quality. For instance, when a third interim teacher failed to arrive following the departure of two predecessors, a group of parents approached the principal to demand redress. Several interviewees also recounted instances where they had directly addressed teachers about perceived shortcomings in specific subjects or teaching methods. As evident from these findings, the active involvement of white middle-class parents, coupled with their readiness to leverage their capital, presents significant potential. However, the influx of white middle-class gentrifiers brings about challenges as well. Indeed, our data reveal at least five tensions related to equity arising from the demographic shifts at Park Lane. In what follows, we will discuss each of them separately. 

More is less
As previously discussed, low-income mothers with a migration background often participated in hands-on, operational and practical activities with children organized by the school. However, most shunned activities without children and/or activities that were technical in nature and were organized by the PC and its associated work groups. Several factors contributed to this tendency. For instance, some mothers did not feel the same inclination to engage in social interactions with other parents, possibly because many of them had close-knit family networks residing nearby (cf. Lareau, 1987). Additionally, most low-income mothers with a migration background exhibited a strong reluctance to intervene in educational affairs. They predominantly viewed members of the school board and school staff as experts entrusted with their children's education. More strikingly, however, our analysis revealed that their limited participation was also shaped by the high level of involvement exhibited by white middle-class families. To illustrate this, we examine two areas where these dynamics were particularly evident: (i) festivities and (ii) PC meetings. With regard to the former, PC parents have throughout the years organized several drinks, wine and cheese evenings, and parties. These events are organized both as opportunities for socializing and as means to generate funds for the school or PC projects benefiting the school. While these events attract many attendees, none of the low-income mothers with a migration background in our study participated in any of them, even once. Asked why this was the case, many referred to cultural aspects. This was not surprising, as PC-organized festivities often featured alcoholic beverages and themes rooted in white middle-class culture (see Image 1). 

The school sometimes organizes special gatherings for parents like parties. They serve alcohol during these parties which is not suitable for us [i.e., practicing Muslim women] as you can imagine. Therefore, I never go to these gatherings. (…) There are hardly any Turkish parents attending these parties as far as I know. It’s just a different culture, sometimes the difference feels too much. (Yaren, low-income mother of Turkish descent)

I do not like this kind of parents’ gatherings. It is way too different from our cultural background. I think these activities are only organized for Flemish parents. (Azra, low-income mother of Turkish descent)

Beyond cultural misalignment, these events were also logistically tailored to white middle-class parents, as they were typically held in the evening—after work hours, when middle-class parents were more available. However, this timing posed challenges for many low-income mothers. While a significant number were unemployed, their partners often worked long hours or shifts, leaving them solely responsible for childcare when their children arrived back from school. PC meetings were equally organized by default in the evening. Likewise, also here the low-income mothers with a migration background we interviewed were largely uninvolved. Next to an unsuitable timing, there were also other reasons explaining this non-involvement. Like low-income parents in other studies (cf. Lareau, 1987), the mothers in our study expressed doubts whether they were capable enough to be involved in a PC. Interestingly, however, we found that the dominance of white middle-class parents in the PC exacerbated these doubts. This not only because the PC was operating as a professional organization but also because mothers felt incompetent next to this group of what they saw as highly educated Dutch-speaking white middle-class parents. This sentiment is evident in Melisa’s explanation of why she participated in hands-on activities with children but avoided the PC:

I don’t know. (…) It is more theoretical. (…) You don’t know in which group you’ll end up. I don’t know. You start to think maybe you have a lack of… It are people who have a certain level. (…) It is still a certain group. (…) I, for example, do not have a degree. I did not study. The people who are there, (…), they are on another level. (Melisa, low-income mother of Moroccan descent)

In summary, our findings challenge the assumption that an influx of middle-class parents will automatically foster greater participation among lower-class parents with a migration background by providing them with engaged role models (Kahlenberg, 2003). Instead, our two examples make clear that white middle-class involvement can also preclude the involvement of low-income parents with a migration background, albeit unintentionally, by eroding their sense of place and belonging. When white middle-class parents are at the center stage, there is a risk (i) that some forms of participation will become tailored to the culture and context of white middle-class parents, and (ii) that the high level of professional competences of these parents will intimidate vulnerable families to participate.  

[INSERT IMAGE 1 HERE]

Hierarchization
As discussed in previous sections, the parents most actively involved in the PC and its associated work groups were primarily white middle-class gentrifiers. This dominance, however, led to a hierarchization among parents in at least two ways. First, because PC members spearheaded independent school improvement initiatives, they also decided what should be done and how it should be executed. As a result, non-members rarely were involved or asked to participate in the process of decision making. On the few occasions when low-income mothers with a migration background were indirectly asked to participate, it was most often to execute what already had been decided by the PC—most commonly, cooking or preparing food for school events. While these requests were made without ill intent, they nevertheless reinforced a division between decision-makers and executors, a dynamic some parents themselves recognized:

I mean, how do I have to call them? Those alternative types. (…) It is a group that organizes a lot, like the wine and cheese evening, the Western party. (…) Almost all are in the Parent Committee. The others, the migrant parents, are not included. The only thing in which they are included (…) is when there’s a party and they ask Moroccan moms or Turkish moms to bake cake. That is the only thing they are allowed to do. It is like it is the only thing they’re capable of: cooking and standing in the kitchen. (Faiza, low-income mother of Moroccan decent) 

Notably, even some white middle-class gentrifiers felt excluded from decision-making when they were not part of the PC. 

Or you are completely enthusiastic about everything they do or “you have to organize it yourself!”. (…) The Parent Committee is incontournable. (…)  You do not have any control over their operation. I think also the school has little control over them because they are very happy that they are doing a lot. It is a position of power that is informal, therefore you cannot do anything about it. There is no consultation or say for parents who are not in the PC. (Beatrice, white middle-class mother)

As Beatrice’s statement makes clear, parents who were not in the PC often felt as if they had no say in, and had to keep their mouth shut about, matters of school improvement. Additionally, her observation hints at a second way in which the influx of white middle-class gentrifiers caused a hierarchization. As some of these parents introduced new and more formalized ways of involvement—such as establishing and structuring the PC—participation became increasingly daunting for more vulnerable parents. This created a de facto divide between those seen as “actively contributing” and those perceived as passive non-participants. In turn, this gave rise to a process in which those who were “adding value” were also approached and positioned as the ones who were “being of value” (Freidus, 2016), and as such the ones whom should be reckoned with and vice versa. 
 
It feels like there is a kind of invisible hierarchical order between parents: migrant parents, ruler Flemish parents. If these “sultan parents” bring up something, a recommendation (…) the school always takes their advice into consideration and alters their teaching method. If they demand something the school makes it real immediately. Therefore, the school never listens to us when we want to share our opinions. I stopped thinking about it, it annoys me a lot. (Hiranur, low-income mother of Turkish descent)

This is not to suggest that that the perspectives of low-income parents with a migration background were prioritized before the onset of the school's integration process. Rather, it highlights the emergence of a hierarchy within the Park Lane parent community. Interestingly, this sense of being relegated to a second-class position in the school was also linked to, and interacted with, experiences of gentrification and displacement in the neighborhood. For instance, when describing the power of “Park Lane parents,” Faiza argued the following:
 
[Before] everyone was the same. Everyone was equal. Everyone lived in a row house. Then people who studied at the university or university college and who have a degree and who feel superior because “I have studied. I’ll know better” arrived. At Park Lane you see this too. (Faiza, low-income mother of Moroccan descent)

Although this statement is a clear romanticization of the neighborhood’s past and easily glosses over the inter-racial tensions that have marked neighborhood and school life over the past decades, such images nevertheless give us a “vision of the present,” a vision of where the neighborhood and school are now (May, 1996, p. 200). By projecting the image of a close-knit community from a time that never was, Faiza tried to point out the formation of (new) conflicts and exclusions in the neighborhood and the school. Moreover, this shows us that rather than separate entities, the neighborhood level and school level are in a constant interaction. Consequently, the mixing of inner-city schools should also be analyzed as such, that is to say attention should also be paid to the context encompassing mixing schools—a context that may likely be charged due to processes of gentrification.

Giving advice on behalf of “the” parents
A third tension that came into play revolved around the issue of representation. Specifically, whenever the school considers adjustments to its daily operations or educational approach, it must first consult the Parent-Teacher Organization (PTO), an advisory body comprising both teachers and parents. The PC, as the school’s formal parental body, is responsible for selecting representatives to participate in the PTO. However, given that most PC members are white, middle-class parents, the resulting composition of PTO parents reflects this demographic. This poses challenges for lower-income parents with migrant backgrounds, who have started to feel that representatives do not represent their interests. One notable example of this issue emerged during discussions about student evaluation practices.
Two years ago, the school board proposed shifting from graded report cards to qualitative descriptions of children’s development, aligning more closely with their progressive vision. Because of the proposal’s pedagogical nature, the board sought input from PTO members. While the PTO-approved the transition, and the school adopted report cards without numerical grades, not all parents welcomed the change. In fact, nearly all low-income mothers with migrant backgrounds in our study voiced objections to the new evaluation system.

This new system confuses me a lot. I want to know on paper to what extent my kids are successful or unsuccessful at the school. I need to see it concretely on paper. (…) Now how come they expect us to track the progress of our kids? (Zenyed, low-income mother of Turkish descent)

For these mothers, the removal of numerical grades compounded existing difficulties in monitoring their children’s progress. Many already struggled due to language barriers (as Dutch is the school’s official language) and limited cultural capital. In this context, numerical grades—clear, “visible” markers of success (Bernstein, 1975)—provided a crucial tool for navigating an otherwise opaque system. Without them, some mothers felt cut off from their children’s education.

They used to give report cards [i.e., with grades] regarding the progress of the kids three times a year. Now the school stopped doing that as well. I feel excluded from my own kids’ school life. I want to know how my kids are progressing. (Azra, low-income mother of Turkish descent)

Although some middle-class parents also had reservations about the new system, a core group of highly engaged middle-class parents supported the change, viewing qualitative assessments as more informative than numerical grades.

We get a lot more out of (…) these descriptions. (…) Like, who is your child? How has it progressed? How has it changed? (…) We find this much more valuable than a grade. (David, white middle-class father)

This example thus demonstrates that the dominance of white middle-class parents in advisory boards will not automatically lead to universally share benefits but might, in fact, overshadow the voices, needs, and concerns of minoritized low-income parents. 

Enrichment for whom? 
Members of the PC have also sought to supplement Park Lane’s curriculum by establishing extra-curricular enrichment programs. Throughout the years, these programs have been well-attended, increasing learning opportunities for pupils enrolled in the school. However, participation has been highly selective, with children from socioeconomically disadvantaged and/or minoritized families largely absent. Three reasons explain this disparity. First, these programs are not free of charge. Our interviews made clear this created a barrier for some families to enroll their children in these offerings. Second, our findings also pointed to the fact that while parents are integrated within the school, the contact between them is segregated by class and migration background. In this sense, our findings show that mixed environments do not necessarily lead to mixed interactions and hence question the amount of “mixing” taking place in mixing initiatives. 

I don’t see a lot of Belgian parents. I do see them but we don’t talk. Sometimes a little bit like “hello,” “hello,” that is it, not much. With Turkish and Moroccans parents, foreigners, we do talk. (Betül, low-income mother of Turkish descent)

As interactions between white middle-class parents and socioeconomically disadvantaged minoritized parents were close to non-existent, most socioeconomically disadvantaged and/or minoritized parents never even heard of these programs. Third, even the parents who were aware of these programs did not enroll their children in these programs. We found this is because these extra-curricular offerings depart from the needs of children as perceived by the white middle-class promoters. However, as indicated in the previous section, the needs identified by socioeconomically disadvantaged and/or minoritized families do not necessarily correspond with those identified by white middle-class families. This is evident from the extra-curricular enrichment programs that were established by white middle-class parents, namely the “French Club” and the “Creative Atelier”. The skills emphasized in these programs—namely creative competencies and French language skills—were understandably not seen as priorities by socioeconomically disadvantaged minoritized parents, as their children often struggled to acquire basic skills, inter alia, because their mother tongue differed from the official school language (i.e., Dutch). In conclusion, due to segregated networks, financial barriers, and diverse needs, one cannot assume that all pupils are able to reap the benefits of white middle-class involvement. With regard to our context, it is important to note that the latter two obstacles withholding vulnerable pupils to participate in extra-curricular programs were all but deliberately installed. Yet, the fact that these are not experienced as such by white middle-class families makes that they can easily go unnoticed or untouched in a context of segregation within integration.

The drainage of public funds
Further complicating a rosy view of school mixing, is the system of public funding. As in other countries like the U.S., primary schools in Flanders receive additional funding based on their student composition. Schools with at least 10% vulnerable students qualify for extra per capita funding to hire additional staff. For example, in the 2003-2004 school year, Park Lane was entitled to employ 5 full-time equivalents under this scheme. Although Park Lane remains eligible for such support today, the number of vulnerable pupils has significantly dropped and with it the funding did too. In the period between 2003-2004 and 2013-2014, for instance, financial assistance to Park Lane reduced with 1,5 full-time equivalents. To compound the issue, at the outset of the 2016-2017 school year, the city's education department announced that Park Lane would no longer qualify for a “bridge figure”—a critical liaison between vulnerable families and the school—as the percentage of vulnerable students had fallen below the 50% threshold, now standing at 43%. This decline is staggering, considering that in the 2001-2002 school year, 83% of Park Lane's student body was classified as vulnerable. This loss proved particularly detrimental to vulnerable families, as they had relied heavily on the support provided by Park Lane's bridge figure, Naima. In fact, next to carrying out her job responsibilities, namely strengthening the contact between vulnerable families and the school staff, Naima also helped vulnerable families in at least three other ways. First, she provided opportunities for vulnerable families to socialize with her and with each other and to express their concerns. More precisely, every morning informal coffee moments were organized for parents. Moreover, weekly a gathering was organized for mothers in which issues that concerned them in relation to education or the school were collectively discussed. Second, Park Lane’s bridge figure also worked to ensure that vulnerable families had a place in the school. In fact, when Park Lane was at risk of becoming an all-majority school, the bridge figure visited services that worked with vulnerable families with the question to actively promote the school, a strategy that somewhat paid off in recent years. Next, Park Lane’s bridge figure made it her business to always reserve some spots for vulnerable pupils when registrations opened for the extracurricular activities organized by the city. Fourth, she also managed to convince the chairman of the PC to stop by at mother gatherings to present the ideas of the association and to ask for feedback. Finally, she also supported vulnerable families with a variety of individual problems, such as translating official letters, filling out forms to qualify for a school allowance, connecting parents to volunteers read to children at home, etc. As a Muslim of Moroccan descent and long-time resident in the neighborhood with more than 20 years of experience at the school, Park Lane’s bridge figure served for many as a confidant from whom they experienced a lot of support. 

She was a very nice person. I am still sad that she had to leave the school. We tried to stop the school from letting her go. (…) She said she has to leave because the school does not need her anymore given the increasing number of Flemish students and decreasing number of migrant students at the school. (…) She used to help us a lot with everything. (…) In the end, she needed to go. I wish we could still have someone, a bridge-figure like Naima. That would help a lot. (Zehra, low-income mother of Turkish descent) 

In sum, the influx of white middle-class parents in Park Lane contributed to a decline in public funding, disproportionately affecting vulnerable families. The loss of Naima as a bridge figure illustrates how social mixing within schools can erode institutional support structures vital for socioeconomically disadvantaged families.

Conclusion
Across many Western cities, social mix strategies have been propagated at both the neighborhood and school level as a means to reduce inequalities faced by minoritized and low-income families. While neighborhood-level social mixing has been met with extensive criticism, education scholars have yet to fully interrogate the paradoxes of school-level mixing. As Billingham and Kimelberg (2013, p. 105) contend:

Crafting urban policies related to gentrification is a delicate and often contradictory process because, as most analyst agree, gentrification carries both negative and positive repercussions. City governments rightfully want to promote investment in the neglected urban core; yet efforts to do so often make city living out of reach economically for the poor. Housing scholars have had to deal with this conundrum for years; urban education scholars must acknowledge this same tension. 

In this study, we tried to engage with this tension by drawing attention to an urban public school located in a gentrifying district of Ghent (Belgium). Focusing on the perspectives of both gentrifying families and minoritized low-income families, we have demonstrated that the influx of white middle-class families can, to some extent, indeed yield benefits for minoritized and low-income families. However, this study—and this is not meant as a slight on the efforts of gentry parents—does question school integration both as a strategy of school improvement and as a silver bullet against educational inequalities, even when gentry parents deliberately seek diversity. We argue there are two main reasons for this. 
First, our results indicate that the current view on the beneficial nature of social mixing seems rather overoptimistic. On the one hand, this is because the assumption that the fruits of gentry participation will always be universally shared does not hold. Indeed, as our case study made clear, none of the children of our minoritized low-income participated in the extra-curricular activities established by gentry parents. On the other hand, this is because there is no guarantee that there will always exist an agreement among groups of parents on what constitutes as a fruit or a benefit. While some gentry parents championed a new evaluation system as a step forward, many minoritized low-income mothers opposed it, perceiving it as a barrier to their ability to engage with their children's education, and hence contrary to their needs.
Second, this study demonstrates that social mixing has the potential not only to mitigate existing inequalities but equally to install new inequalities and bring new forms of exclusions and marginalization to the fore. While gentry parents contributed to school improvements, their involvement reinforced social hierarchies and caused minoritized low-income mothers to shun some forms of participation and feel alienated from certain aspects of school life. Moreover, the influx of white middle-class families directly resulted in a loss of public funding that had previously supported vulnerable families, demonstrating how demographic shifts can have unintended yet tangible consequences for school resources. 
Taken together, this study paints a sobering picture. While previous research has shown that all-minority schools tend to face numerous obstacles that perpetuate and reinforce inequality (Agirdag, Van Houtte & Van Avermaet, 2012; Kahlenberg, 2003; Poesen-Vandeputte & Nicaise, 2015), our findings indicate that social mixing strategies may not fully address these obstacles. On the contrary, they may inadvertently generate new forms of inequality, particularly concerning families’ sense of place, position, voice, and needs. Viewed in this light, social mixing in urban schools might reflect and be embedded within broader neighborhood gentrification processes, which involve both the reinvestment of capital in disinvested areas and the potential displacement of less advantaged groups (Clark, 2005). Therefore, the insights of this study equally extend beyond education. They highlight the need for urban scholars to consider the mutual entanglement of school- and neighborhood-level dynamics. While it is well established that (state-led) gentrification allows for school-level social mixing (see, for example, Stillman, 2012), far less attention has been paid to how schools themselves, especially public schools functioning as instruments of state policy, may contribute to or accelerate neighborhood-level gentrification, whether intentionally or not (see Cucchiara, 2013 for a notable exception). This reciprocal relationship warrants further investigation, particularly considering existing political explanatory models of gentrification (cf. Van Bouchaute, 2013).
Returning to education, the results of this study have important implications for both research and policy. From a research perspective, our findings highlight the importance of moving beyond the narrow question of whether social mixing improves educational outcomes. They also point to the value of employing gentrification as an analytical lens in doing so. From a policy standpoint, our findings underscore it may be prudent to broaden the struggle against educational inequality, moving beyond the notion that it primarily hinges on achieving the “right mix” of students in schools. Not only does our study show that “mixing” might not be the silver bullet hoped for, but it also shows how it tends to put the burden of achieving educational equality mainly on individual schools and families. Akin to the findings Posey-Maddox (2014), our results raise doubts about whether this approach should persist. Is it reasonable to expect from schools to prioritize the needs of white, middle-class families—who, moreover, are increasingly empowered to voice their demands due to their elevated market position (cf. Diem et al., 2018)—as advocated by some scholars in the pursuit of rectifying educational inequalities (cf. Zanoni & Mampaey, 2013)? Should minoritized low-income families bear the responsibility of meticulously selecting schools to access quality education? Finally, is it fair to anticipate white middle-class parents to enhance school quality in a manner that benefits all families?  While these value-driven questions remain open to debate, our findings suggest that social mixing may be neither as equitable nor as effective as presumed. We hope this study not only provokes further inquiry but also offers insights into the complexities of addressing educational inequality in urban environments.
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