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Abstract
Based on a case study, this article discusses connections between educational 
inequality in Brazil, transnational migration and educational upward mobility. 
It analyses a young woman’s migration from a favela in Brazil to Germany with 
a focus on the educational aspirations that motivated it, that is, as a case of 
educational migration. It describes the social trajectories of this young woman 
and her family and interprets them in the context of recent socio-economic 
developments in Brazil, thus showing how educational inequality can drive 
migration. The significance of networks, as well as of migration and educational 
regimes that shape this trajectory, are taken into account. The analysis aims to 
show how migrants from disadvantaged social backgrounds actively take part in 
the transnationalization of education. 

Keywords: Transnational migration; care work migration; educational inequality; 
transnational education

Luciana grew up in a favela in a big city in the south-east of Brazil. At the age of 19, 
she came to Germany as an au pair. After one year, she prolonged her au pair stay and 
applied for a voluntary social year in a retirement home. There, she began to train as 
a geriatric nurse. As soon as the three years of apprenticeship are over, it is very likely 
that Luciana will get a position at the same retirement home and obtain a long-term 
residence permit.

Cases such as Luciana’s have gained attention in migration studies as part of the 
international feminization of migration due to the ‘care crisis’ (Fraser, 2016) that affects 
the richest countries of the world, including Germany (Fürstenau, 2018). But, at the 
same time, Luciana’s case offers particularities that are seldom focused on by migration 
research: she migrated not to find better work, but to study at a university in Germany. 
While this is a plan yet to be realized, Luciana’s activities in Germany constantly aim 
at expanding her education, first, by exploring the possibilities of accessing university 
and learning the language to the high standard required for both university and dual 
vocational training, and then through the training itself.

In the following pages, I analyse Luciana’s migration focusing on the educational 
aspirations that motivated it, hence, as a case of educational migration. The analysis 
is part of an ongoing research project about transnational education and social 
positioning between Brazil and Europe. The study is being conducted together 
with Sara Fürstenau (University of Hamburg) and is funded by the German Research 
Foundation (DFG). This project investigates the connections between migration 
decisions, educational strategies and transnational family organization in different 
social contexts. First findings demonstrate how educational opportunities influence 
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the migration decisions of young people and families. This refers not only to socially 
privileged groups who possess the resources to access a global education market, 
but also to underprivileged youths such as Luciana, for whom migration constitutes 
a strategy of educational upward mobility (Carnicer, 2018; Fürstenau, 2018). The 
emergence of such aspirations is remarkable in social settings such as Luciana’s favela, 
where comparable experiences are absent and appropriate resources such as foreign 
language skills, internationally recognized school certificates and even money are 
lacking. Based on a detailed reconstruction of Luciana’s educational and migration 
trajectory, this article analyses how such transnational educational aspirations are 
developed and realized. The results depict how migrants from disadvantaged social 
backgrounds actively take part in the transnationalization of education.

After briefly outlining the conceptual framework of the study and its research 
context, I describe the procedure for the case study. The analysis aims to reconstruct 
the educational aspirations of Luciana, as well as her educational experiences and 
strategies. The social conditions and trajectories of Luciana’s family are described 
and interpreted in the context of recent socio-economic developments in Brazil. 
Both provide the background to understand Luciana’s emigration as a strategy of 
educational upward mobility. Drawing on the case study of Luciana, I will finally discuss 
how educational inequality can drive migration and how specific networks as well as 
migration and educational regimes shape the corresponding trajectories.

Transnational education and migration
Terms such as transnational education and transnational educational spaces appear 
increasingly in the research literature, reflecting the ways in which education is affected 
by processes that transcend national borders and cannot solely be understood within 
the framework of the national educational systems. The use of these terms implies a 
rupture with the ‘methodological nationalism’ that undermined an important part of the 
social sciences (Wimmer and Glick Schiller, 2003). Yet the meaning of these terms varies 
according to the research context and is sometimes vague. Transnational educational 
spaces can be read as an analogy to the term transnational social spaces that was 
coined by migration research at the end of the 1990s (Faist, 2000; Levitt and Glick 
Schiller, 2004; Pries, 1996). The transnational perspective arose in migration research as 
an attempt to understand ‘the processes by which immigrants forge and sustain multi-
stranded social relations that link together their societies of origin and settlement’ 
(Basch et al., 1994: 8). In parallel with discourses about globalization that tend to 
emphasize the role of big corporations, transnational migration research focuses on 
the social practices of migrants and non-mobile persons as important contributions to 
the ‘transnationalization of the social world’ (Pries, 2008). In this research context, social 
practices in the field of education seldom feature as a subject of analysis, although it 
may be assumed that education plays an important role in the consolidation of social 
structures such as transnational social spaces. In turn, a transnational perspective is 
still new to educational research. Studies in the field of transnational education (TNE) 
interpret this term in accordance with the United Nations Educational, Scientific and 
Cultural Organization (UNESCO) definition as ‘the mobility of education programs and 
providers between countries’ (Knight, 2016; UNESCO and Council of Europe, 2001). 
They focus mainly on higher education, with some interest in private international 
schools. The institutions and offerings in this area can be seen as part of a globalized 
education market, primarily accessible to socially and economically privileged groups 
(Adick, 2005; Hayden, 2011). The related international student mobility has begun to 
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be examined through the lens of transnational migration research only in recent years 
(Brooks and Waters, 2011; Gargano, 2009; King and Findlay, 2012; King and Raghuram, 
2013; Waters and Brooks, 2012). These studies point to the increased importance 
of transnational educational strategies among the middle classes, showing that 
studying abroad is not necessarily just the privilege of social elites. Below the middle 
classes, however, we know little about the ways in which educational aspirations and 
strategies influence families’ and young people’s decisions to migrate and their impact 
on transnational social spaces. Aside from individual studies, non-elite migrants are 
not seen as potential beneficiaries of TNE (Fürstenau, 2015b: 74). This implies that 
migration is considered to be an educational strategy only in privileged contexts 
above the lower middle classes. 

Education and emigration in Brazil
The migration flows between Brazil and Europe are of particular relevance for our 
research because of the diversity of the underlying social conditions. Since the 1980s, 
poverty and social inequality in Brazilian society have been important reasons for 
emigration, but the labour migration of professionals from social elites is also prevalent 
(Evans et al., 2013). In 2014, approximately 27 per cent of all migrants from Brazil lived 
in Europe (Ministério das Relações Exteriores, 2015). In Germany, Brazilian immigration 
is highly feminized: 75 per cent of registered Brazilian migrants are women (Stelzig, 
2008: 6). This may be because of the increased demand for labour in the service sector, 
particularly in care work. 

The inequality between rich and poor in Brazil is among the world’s greatest, 
and the poverty rate is high. About 25 per cent of the population has to live on less 
than US$5.5 a day. Forty-three and a half per cent of those who fall below this poverty 
line live in the north-east, 12.3 per cent in the south, and about 16 per cent in the 
region examined in this article (data from 2017 according to IBGE, 2017: 63). Between 
2000 and 2014, poverty decreased considerably owing to economic expansion and 
redistributive policies such as Bolsa Família, a monthly cash grant to women whose 
children were vaccinated and attended school. During this time, wages and formal 
employment rose. This contributed to a growth in the purchasing power of the poor, 
as well as to an improvement in working conditions and social protection, especially 
with regard to health insurance. Families who were struggling to meet basic needs 
improved not only their access to health care and education, but also to consumer 
goods such as televisions, cellphones and computers. An enormous segment of the 
better situated poor was pulled into a much celebrated ‘new middle class’ (Neri, 2011), 
corresponding to the ‘Class C‘ of the Brazilian Institute of Geography and Statistics 
(IBGE). The IBGE differentiates five classes (A, B, C, D, E) according to income. Persons 
earning between R$3,748.01 and R$9,370.00 are considered to be in class C, which is, 
indeed, the middle between A, B and D, E. To speak of a middle class seems overstated, 
however, since the income of the lower part of this economic fraction lies near the 
poverty line of US$5.5 per day. Even wealthier members of Class C have no access to 
the privileges of the typical middle class: they have to work from a very young age, 
with very long work days combined with small jobs over the weekend. If they manage 
to access higher education, it is in private universities of lower quality than the public 
universities. Because of the precarious conditions, it seems more appropriate to speak 
of a ‘new working class’, as some Brazilian sociologists have suggested (Pochmann, 
2015; Souza and Arenari, 2012). Yet, although the many simplifications and reductions 
of ‘official’ and dominant accounts ought to be questioned, the underlying social 
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processes resulted in the impressive social ascent of whole underprivileged classes. 
Sadly, the positions attained were not stable. With the economic recession after 2014 
and the cuts in public expenditures since then, many of those who made it into Class C 
have already returned to their impoverished conditions of 15 years ago (Costa, 2018).

Social inequality in Brazil is reinforced by an educational system paradoxically 
divided between the public and the private sector. For graduates of public schools, it is 
very difficult to obtain a place in one of the public, tuition-free universities. Graduates 
of expensive private schools have clear advantages, as they are better prepared to 
pass the entrance examinations (Pfeiffer, 2015). Policies intended to facilitate access 
for black and mixed-race students have contributed to an increase in the number of 
students from disadvantaged backgrounds studying at public universities, yet extreme 
educational inequality prevails (Nierotka and Trevisol, 2016).

Additionally, in Brazil, as in other countries, educational expansion since the 
end of the twentieth century has driven privileged groups to new ways of legitimizing 
social privilege through education. Skills such as fluency in English and other foreign 
languages, experiences and studies abroad, as well as the corresponding certificates 
constitute a cultural capital that helps to attain or legitimize privileged positions. This 
capital is very difficult to acquire in public schools (Aguiar and Nogueira, 2012; Almeida, 
2015). In this way, the internationalization of education contributes to a ‘redefinition 
of educational advantage’ (van Zanten et al., 2015), since access to these institutions 
requires resources that only socially privileged families possess.

My own ongoing research has revealed that educational opportunities and 
especially the opportunity to access higher education play an important role in the 
migration decisions of young Brazilians in Germany who come from social conditions 
well below the middle classes. Most of the interviewed migrants attended public 
schools in Brazil and did not have the economic resources and the cultural capital (such 
as certificates and language skills) required to access university in Germany. This lack 
of resources has to be compensated for through informal support structures and by 
adopting migration strategies that in many cases conflict with educational plans. Even 
if not all of them managed to study at a university in Germany (as most of them initially 
intended), their migration has to be seen as an educational strategy. This strategy 
is striking, since it is based on the estimation that the German educational system 
can provide better educational opportunities for them than the Brazilian system, 
even if it requires the acquisition of additional education certificates and of German 
language skills at a very high level. The study of individual cases such as Luciana’s 
allows us to understand how such transnational educational orientations emerge, as 
well as allowing us to grasp the ways in which they are pursued (Carnicer, 2018, 2016; 
Fürstenau, 2018, 2015a).

Methods
Following a multisited ethnographical approach (Marcus, 1995), our project collects 
data at different locations in Germany and Brazil as well as in different social fields: the 
sample includes migrants in search of a ‘better life’ as well as members of transnational 
social elites. In line with the ethnographical approach, we use different methods: 
participant observation, guided and narrative interviews, ego-centred network analysis 
and compilation of family trees (Carnicer, 2018). The research follows the ‘networks 
of people linked to each other across national boundaries’ (Mazzucato, 2008: 72), 
which are the unit of analysis. Individual cases are analysed not only on the basis of 
individual narratives, but also in the context of relevant social networks and institutions 
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(especially schools). The work presented in this article follows the logic of a case study 
(the trajectory of Luciana) and is only one part of the research that examines a much 
broader transnational social network (Fürstenau, 2018). The empirical corpus related 
to Luciana’s case consists of about 16 interviews with her and persons related to her, 
as well as informal conversations and participant observations in her neighbourhood 
of origin in Brazil and in the city where she lives in Germany. The main sources for the 
analysis presented here are the in-depth interviews with Luciana, her parents and her 
two sisters, which were conducted at different places in Germany and Brazil between 
2015 and 2017. I thank Sara Fürstenau (University of Hamburg) for providing the data 
and for her cues regarding its interpretation. The interviewees were asked to describe 
their life course and to talk about their own as well as their family’s educational 
experiences, strategies and orientations. The interviews were conducted, transcribed 
and analysed in Portuguese. After an initial comparison of various individual trajectories, 
Luciana’s case was selected for deeper analysis for diverse reasons: Luciana grew up 
in a low-income neighbourhood and her migration was clearly driven by her high 
educational aspirations. However, as will be explained below, Luciana’s educational 
background seems to put her in a good position to access university in Brazil, whereas 
her lack of resources renders studying abroad an enterprise with uncertain outcomes. 
Moreover, Luciana could not count on the advice and support of a transnational 
social network at the outset. On the contrary, her support network was built during 
migration. My colleague Sara Fürstenau (2018) analysed this network in greater detail. 
This article focuses on an analysis of Luciana’s educational and migration trajectory. 
The in-depth study of the interviews with Luciana and her family aims not only at 
capturing her individual trajectory with its guiding orientations and strategies, but 
also at reconstructing the underlying social conditions as perceived and interpreted 
by the interviewees themselves, since these constitute the breeding ground for their 
aspirations and projects. In this way, the analysis contributes to understanding how 
educational disadvantages influence migration decisions.

The summary of the case presented on the following pages begins with 
biographical information about Luciana and her parents’ educational experiences. 
Thereafter, I describe Luciana’s educational trajectory in Brazil, depicting how it shaped 
her experiences of social exclusion – which I interpret to be the basis of her migration 
project. After reconstructing her course of migration, I close with a discussion about 
the ways in which educational inequality, care work regimes and social networks can 
drive educational migration.

Case study
Luciana grew up in a favela in south-eastern Brazil, which we will call Campo Roxo. 
She is the eldest of Angela and Nelson’s three daughters. Angela, Luciana’s mother, 
came from the north-east of Brazil when she was ten years old – five years after her 
own mother, who came to work as a housemaid in one of the rich neighbourhoods 
surrounding Campo Roxo. With an estimated population between 70,000 and 120,000, 
Campo Roxo is one of the largest favelas in Brazil. Favelas are an urban phenomenon 
typical of Rio de Janeiro and other Brazilian cities. They were originally territories 
occupied by settlers who did not own the land and mostly lived in precarious, self-
constructed homes. In the 1930s, Campo Roxo was a settlement of small-scale 
farmers. A few years later, it was reached by the city and surrounded by affluent urban 
neighbourhoods. Campo Roxo mutated into a city within the city, housing the janitors, 
domestic servants, clerks and other poor workers of its rich neighbourhoods and 
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attracting migrants from poorer regions in the interior and the north-east of Brazil, 
such as Angela’s mother.

Angela laments that she did not enjoy appropriate conditions for her childhood 
development, as she lacked not only ‘peace at home’, but also decent meals and a 
suitable place to sleep. At the age of 16, she ran away with Nelson. Two years later, 
Luciana was born.

The educational trajectories of Luciana’s parents differ greatly. While Angela 
left school after seventh grade, Nelson graduated with a Masters in Business 
Administration (MBA) from a prestigious private university — after many detours and 
with the support of his wife and various sponsors. Nelson was born and raised in 
Campo Roxo, and went to a public municipal school in a neighbourhood near the 
favela. At the age of 11, he started to contribute to the family income as a newsboy, 
attending school in the evening. Always working and with some interruptions, Nelson 
completed secondary school at the age of 21. Two years later, he began to study at 
a private university, but soon he had to suspend his studies because he could not 
afford the fees. Five years later, with the economic support of a religious organization 
and a private sponsor, he was able to resume his studies and to graduate. Thereafter, 
supported by the same sponsors, Nelson also managed to do an MBA at the local 
Pontifical Catholic University (PUC). The PUC is a private and renowned university that 
competes with the better public federal universities and, despite its expensive fees, is 
usually preferred by wealthier families.

Nelson’s career is very unusual in the favela, but not unique. Affirmative action 
policies, non-governmental organizations offering courses to prepare low-income high 
school graduates for the university entrance exams (pré-vestibulares comunitários) as 
well as grants from public and private organizations have certainly contributed to an 
increase in the modest number of favela residents who attend university (Valladares, 
2010). Even with grants, however, the vast majority of these students have to work to 
earn a living during their studies (ibid.). Such was the case for Nelson, father of three, 
who depended on odd jobs for unskilled workers most of the time. The main contributor 
to the family’s income was Angela, his wife, who worked mostly as a cleaner, domestic 
servant and nanny. She backed Nelson, freeing him from the obligation to take jobs 
that would conflict with his study schedule. Nelson’s educational advancement clearly 
constitutes a joint project for the couple, a long-term strategy to improve the family’s 
living conditions. The course of this project clearly illustrates some of the barriers that 
prevent poor and working-class people from accessing social wealth in Brazil, even at 
a time of economic advancement.

One of these barriers stems from a form of discrimination whose primary trigger 
is a combination of colour, class and place. I speak of colour because racism in Brazilian 
society is based more on skin colour than on ancestry (Telles, 2006). Thus, a single 
family can have children of different racial categories. Skin colour was a recurrent topic 
in the interviews with both of Luciana’s parents, who speak of themselves as black. 
The issue of discrimination is very explicitly addressed by Nelson, whose most blatant 
account corresponds to his experiences at the PUC:

In all the places that I passed, there was always some repudiation. Because 
of the colour, or because of the social class. But I’ve always been able to 
break down barriers and get close to people. At the PUC, it was more 
difficult. 

Nelson claims the ubiquity of repudiation triggered by skin colour and social class. 
Later, he explains that he always gave an address outside the favela when being asked 
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about his residence. This is a common and well-known practice to avoid rejection 
(Robb Larkins, 2015: 200), since an address in the favela is a marker for exclusion. To 
live in the favela was at first associated with poor sanitation and illness; nowadays, 
criminality is superimposed on this simplification of the identities and living conditions 
within the favelas. These different markers appear to be interchangeable, however, 
and the words for poor (pobre), black (preto, negro), favela resident (favelado) and 
criminal (bandido) very often function as synonyms (Ystanes, 2018: 90; Valladares, 2008: 
21; Perlman, 2010).

Nelson says that, although it was difficult, he managed to be accepted by his 
fellow students at the PUC, whom he describes as entrepreneurs and executives from 
the social elite. These relationships could have been an asset for Nelson’s career. But 
asked about current contact with them, he speaks only about one, who was able to 
study there because he was the son of an employee. Nelson seems to be ambivalent 
about the value of his MBA from one of the most renowned universities. He says that 
his qualification seems rather to be his ‘enemy’, because he is now ‘overqualified’: 
‘Now, when I look for a position in the labour market, often the person who will hire 
me is less qualified than I.’

‘Overqualification’ appears to be a problem related to the stigma of living in a 
favela, however. Pero et al. (2005) and Perlman (2010) show that the return to education 
is lower for favelados than for non-favelados, with an income gap that increases with 
years of education. This gap reflects the difficulties of favela residents to get jobs 
(and pay) according to their qualifications. Only after a long job search did Nelson 
find a position as administrative assistant, well below his potential level. Later he 
was promoted, and Angela could reduce her workday to a few hours per week. After 
six years, however, Nelson’s company went bankrupt and he lost his job.

Nelson’s trajectory reflects the couple’s high educational aspirations as well 
as their firm, but disillusioned, belief in the importance of education and individual 
achievement for their social advancement.

Luciana’s educational trajectory in Brazil

Luciana was 14 when her father graduated and was looking for a job. Her educational 
career, like her father’s, seems unusual for a child of the favela. Until the age of 12, 
she attended a municipal school in one of the richer neighbourhoods surrounding 
Campo Roxo. But then, first through her mother’s job, then with grants, she had 
opportunities to attend some of the better private schools. Luciana’s mother worked 
for some time as a school nanny. In Brazil, private schools are obliged to grant 
scholarships for the children of their employees, regardless of position and fees. In 
this case however, Luciana had to pass an entrance examination. Additionally, some 
private schools offer grants for low-income families based on the children’s school 
performance, which is mostly assessed through examinations. Of these schools, 
Luciana reports contradictory experiences. On the one hand, she received better 
educational provision and socialized well with other children at the school. This is 
remarkable because of the blatant differences in wealth. Luciana tells that her friends 
had houses with swimming pools and that they spent their holidays abroad, whereas 
she dreamed of a house with painted walls. On the other hand, she was bullied 
because she was perceived as black, and she was treated badly by hall monitors and 
other employees who thought that, being the daughter of an employee, she should 
not behave like the other students. Her parents admit that Luciana ‘suffered a little’ 
during this time, and their narrative of her experiences in the private school sounds as 
if she underwent a difficult and painful learning process about her own social position. 
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Nelson says that at first ‘she was convinced she was white’ and only after some time 
‘she began to understand that she was from a different social class’. Paradoxically, 
Luciana’s inclusion in the privileged schools makes visible her exclusion as favelada. 
Prejudices and bullying are a violent practice of othering, but according to Nelson, 
Luciana experienced the social differences even in relations with her friends. She was 
faced with direct exclusion as well, since the scholarships did not cover the often very 
expensive school excursions and other extracurricular activities. Luciana’s learning 
about social differences appears to have deepened when she had to move to a public 
school for some months. About this school, she says: ‘There I saw that in the public 
school the teachers did not teach, there were no books, they had nothing and I did 
not want to. I never wanted to live the life I lived in Brazil.’

In parallel with these experiences, Luciana perceived that her father’s successful 
educational career did not lead to corresponding social advancement. In this way, 
Luciana gained an embodied understanding of inequality in Brazil. Her educational 
career strengthened her high aspirations, but at the same time, showed her that, in her 
position, upward social mobility requires something more than educational success.

Luciana’s migration

Having completed secondary school, Luciana passed the university entrance 
examinations (ENEM) without problems. She thought, however, it would be difficult to 
finance her studies, even without having to pay fees. Lacking alternatives, she worked 
for some months as a secretary, gave private lessons for children and attended an 
English course outside Campo Roxo. There she met a woman whose daughter was 
living in Germany and was looking for a Brazilian au pair. This daughter would provide 
accommodation and pay for the flight to Europe, as well as for German lessons. 
Luciana accepted, insisting that her goal was to study in Germany. In 2012, at the age 
of 19, she travelled to Germany. She was not only the first in her family to emigrate 
abroad, but also, as far as she or her family are aware, the first of her neighbourhood 
in Campo Roxo. 

German universities are tuition free for the most part, but academic and visa 
requirements are intertwined. A specific visa permit is required to study in Germany. 
Being admitted to university or vocational training can, in turn, lead to a longer residence 
permit. Both require a financial guarantee. But to enter university, graduates of a 
Brazilian high school need to attend a one-year foundation course at a Studienkolleg 
first and then pass the university entrance examination. For the Studienkolleg, there is 
an entrance examination as well. Both exams and, of course, the studies themselves 
demand a high level of skill in the German language.

After a year in Germany, Luciana tried to pass the entrance exam for the 
Studienkolleg, but she did not succeed. She wanted to stay longer to improve her 
German skills and try the exam again. In the meantime, she had met other young 
women from Brazil who had come to the country under similar conditions and, like 
her, were looking for educational opportunities. One of them referred her to another 
host family, so that she could extend her stay as an au pair. Another, called Daiane, had 
also immigrated as an au pair as well. After a year, Daiane had undertaken a voluntary 
year, a Freiwilliges Soziales Jahr (FSJ) in a residential care home for the elderly and 
was now doing a three-year apprenticeship as a geriatric nurse in the same care home. 
Luciana took the same path. After her second year in Germany, she obtained another 
12-month visa for a voluntary year and received 380 euros a month. After seven months, 
she applied for an apprenticeship as a geriatric nurse, like Daiane, and was accepted. 
This career path, opened by Daiane and then followed by Luciana, constitutes a 
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strategy that is now shared among friends and family, offering a proven way to migrate 
to Germany. Luciana now has a stay permit for three years and a modest salary. The 
apprenticeship includes a respectable amount of regular work as well as classes at 
vocational school. Although she originally wanted to study a social science discipline, 
Luciana finds her work very satisfying and declares she has developed an interest in 
psychiatry and medicine. Now she plans to work for a while after the vocational training 
is complete and to study medicine in Germany afterwards.

In the meantime, her father in Campo Roxo has lost his job and with it not only 
his income, but also health insurance for the whole family. A few months earlier, Anita, 
Luciana’s younger sister, had been operated on for a difficult illness, and she now 
needs medication and regular medical observation. Without health insurance, both 
have become expensive and difficult to obtain. Additionally, Anita had completed 
secondary school and wanted to continue her education. Luciana, who was already 
often sending money to help her family, has now organized a voluntary year in Germany 
for her sister because of the health insurance that is included. Despite her low income, 
Luciana is paying for flights and German lessons, and is helping her sister to continue 
her education in Germany. In this way, Luciana’s attempt to access higher education 
through migration has become a source of social protection for her family.

Discussion
Research into the educational upward mobility of migrants has often focused on the 
attainments of the so-called ‘second generation’, and the migration of underprivileged 
groups has seldom been considered to be educational migration. Cases such as 
Luciana’s may be studied in the context of care work migration and the global care 
chains that link distant regions around the world. But to do so would not only fail to do 
justice to Luciana’s projects and aspirations, but also would miss important dimensions 
(Fürstenau, 2018). Luciana’s migration has to be interpreted in the context of the socio-
economic changes that Brazilian society has undergone during the last 15 years. The 
analysis of her trajectory as well as of her and her family’s living conditions shows that 
social inequality and the failure of social protection provide a catalyst for migration. 
However, not these other factors, but educational inequality is the direct driver of 
migration. Economic development has awakened individual aspirations among the 
new working classes that can hardly be fulfilled in the unequal structures of Brazilian 
society, especially since the recession that began in 2014. For young people in Luciana’s 
position, these include educational aspirations. Her migration can be seen as a means 
to attain educational opportunities from which she felt she was being excluded in 
Brazil. It constitutes an educational strategy that is not directed towards a symbolic 
capital that legitimates an inherited social position, but towards overcoming social 
exclusion. 

Aspirations alone are not enough to trigger emigration in places as disadvantaged 
as favelas, however. Further structures are needed that enable the individuals to move. 
For Luciana, this structure arises from the ‘care crisis’ that affects the richest countries 
in the world (Fraser, 2016). The au pair programme has already been discussed in 
migration research as ‘an immigration channel that facilitates the legal incorporation 
of “students” as care workers’ (Isaksen, 2010: 12). Au pairing is commonly perceived 
as cultural exchange and not as work, despite the fact that many au pairs carry out the 
same tasks as domestic workers (Cox, 2014). Almost the same applies to the voluntary 
year in Germany, even in an area with acute labour shortages. In both cases, obtaining 
a visa permit is comparatively easy, since housing and a small salary are part of the 
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arrangement. These programmes supply a demand for care workers on the edge 
between family or volunteering and work, and this demand is the niche that migrants 
like Luciana can use to open up opportunities for themselves. It must be noted that 
this is a gendered strategy, as care work is still constructed as a female domain (Lutz 
and Palenga-Möllenbeck, 2012).

Transnational educational careers of underprivileged migrants are influenced 
in a decisive way not only by migration regimes (for example, laws and regulations 
about legal entry and residence conditions), but also by the educational systems of 
emigration and immigration countries. Migration and education regimes intertwine 
to determine the possibilities of residence, study and work. The knowledge of these 
possibilities can be difficult to acquire and migrants often rely on advice to realize 
their plans. In most cases, this advice is supplied by social networks. These provide 
information about the available opportunities as well as support to allow their 
realization. In the case of Luciana, this network emerged during migration, and the 
course of her migration seems to have been pure chance – alongside her readiness to 
seize opportunities as they appeared. This is understandable, as the lack of resources 
also implies a lack of possibilities for planning. But this is not the case for her younger 
sister or others who came to Germany with the support of Luciana and Daiane. Their 
migration can be planned thoroughly. This is not only because of the material support 
offered by the network, but above all, because of its knowledge about the different 
formal and informal resources and possibilities. The network acts here as a structure 
that channels educational aspirations into transnational careers and contributes to an 
institutionalization of particular forms of educational migration.

Luciana’s case shows that a lack of educational opportunities can drive the 
migration of young people from underprivileged social strata. Their scarce resources 
imply that their migration and life courses are much more reliant upon meeting visa 
requirements, working to finance their stay and supporting their families back home, 
than by their status as students or aspirants to higher education. This applies even 
to those who count on the support of social networks from the outset. In turn, being 
involved in such networks entails opportunities not accessible elsewhere. In this sense, 
transnational social networks constitute a factor of inequality as well.
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