


‘This book emerges from a European project focusing on migrant children’s 
engagement with and integration in a host country’s school system, and the impact 
this integration has on peers, teachers and parents. The CHILD-UP project high-
lights the educational agency of children, with a particular focus on relations that 
migrant children have with peers and teachers. Drawing on survey, interview and 
video data from nursery, primary and secondary schools in seven European coun-
tries, a rich body of data extend and refine key concepts within the fields of 
childhood and migration studies. Baraldi’s book is brimming with insights and 
challenges on the school’s monopoly of epistemic authority, the tension between 
hybrid and monolingual integration and the facilitation of children’s agency. This 
book deserves to be read by academics, policy makers and educational profession-
als working with child migrants and their schooling.’

- Michael Wyness, University of Warwick

‘This truly ground-breaking volume brings us the entirely new concept of hybrid 
integration. It solves the conundrum of how to integrate with new realities with-
out losing cultural identity and celebrates the natural hybridity we all possess as a 
basic resource for travel. It is demonstrated by detailed research from a pan-Eu-
ropean project. While the focus here is children with migration background and 
their families, plus recommendations for improved professional practice, it relates 
to all of us everywhere. It is of core relevance to migration, intercultural and 
postcolonial studies. We must thank Claudio Baraldi for bringing these new ideas 
to us.’

- Adrian Holliday, Canterbury Christ Church University

‘Exploring the Narratives and Agency of Children with Migrant Backgrounds within 
Schools is a welcome resource for practitioners concerned with concrete pedagogi-
cal approaches for working with children and families in ways that directly support 
children’s agency and engagement. Focus is consistently placed on the children’s 
own　perspectives, and how interaction in the classroom can support the devel-
opment of children’s voice　and expression.　The book additionally provides 
valuable evidence-based recommendations and insights for policy-makers at both 
local and national levels. It is particularly welcome at a time characterised by polar-
isation and extremist positions, where cultural diversity is no longer appreciated as 
the foundation of democratic, open and dynamic societies. Contributors approach 
these key issues in a nuanced and sensitive manner, bringing together perspectives 
and expertise from a wide range of research fields, to highlight the most important 
learnings from studies undertaken in multiple contexts across Europe.’

- Helen Avery, Lund University
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Claudio Baraldi

The CHILD-UP project

This book collects reflections based on the results of the Children Hybrid 
Integration: Learning Dialogue as a way of Upgrading Policies of Participation 
(CHILD-UP) Horizon 2020 project (GA 822400). The project involved seven 
countries: Belgium, Finland, Germany, Italy, Poland, Sweden, and the United 
Kingdom (England, in particular). The coordinating institution was the University 
of Modena and Reggio Emilia (Italy), working in collaboration with six more 
research partners: Université de Liege (Belgium); Seinäjoki University of Applied 
Sciences (Finland); Zentrum für Foschung, Weiterbildung und Beratung – 
University of Dresden (Germany); Jagiellonian University Krakov (Poland); Malmö 
University (Sweden); and the University of Northampton (United Kingdom). The 
study was supported by three international organisations ensuring communication 
and the dissemination of the project results, and coordinating the involvement 
and support of local and international stakeholders: the International Institute of 
Humanitarian Law (based in Italy); the European School Head Association (based 
in The Netherlands); and the Forum des Régions européennes pour la Recherche, 
l’éducation et la Formation (based in France).

The CHILD-UP project aimed to analyse the introduction of methods based 
on dialogic practices supporting the agency of children with a migrant back-
ground1 (CMB) and hybrid integration in the education system, thus suggesting 
new educational policies. These concepts guided the formulation of two general 
objectives. The first objective was to investigate the possibilities and opportunities 
of CMB to exercise agency, that is, to participate in changing their social and cul-
tural conditions of integration in host societies. The second objective was to pro-
pose methodologies and tools to support and improve the promotion of CMB’s 
agency, dialogue, and hybrid integration with the perspective of providing equal 
opportunities for children, both migrant and non-migrant, to exercise agency 
inside the education system.

The CHILD-UP research aimed to investigate the challenges posed to CMB’s 
agency in constructing knowledge and changing their educational contexts, in 
terms of hybrid integration, as well as the means to support these processes of 
knowledge construction and change for integration, by enhancing CMB’s 
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possibilities of exercising agency. For this purpose, the research: (1) addressed the 
social contexts supporting or hindering CMB’s agency and hybrid integration, and 
(2) investigated dialogic practices that could enhance CMB’s agency and hybrid 
integration. The CHILD-UP research also focused on gender-based aspects and 
differences related to migration and hybrid integration, studying expectations and 
interactions in which gender identities are expressed and negotiated. Finally, the 
research aimed to generate change in interventions and policies by investigating 
practices promoting standards of equitable access to high-quality education, as well 
as by comparing and suggesting new practices and promoting collaboration among 
organisations with the function of educating and protecting children.

Why the CHILD-UP project

In their communication to the European Parliament in 2017, the European 
Commission had highlighted that “early and effective access to inclusive, formal 
education […] is one of the most important and powerful tools for the integra-
tion of [migrant] children” (European Commission, 2017, p. 12). In particular, 
the quality of teaching is considered as “the most important school-level factor 
influencing [migrant] student outcomes” (Janta & Harte, 2016, p. 24). Clearly, 
the problem of the quality of teaching is not limited to migrant students, which 
suggests that a possible support to migrant students’ positive or more positive out-
comes needs to be understood against the background of a general conceptualis-
ation of teaching in the host territories.

Several analyses of teaching in the Western world have been conducted within 
the area of sociology of education since the 1970s. In particular, both Delamont 
(1976) and Mehan (1979) stressed the importance of teaching interaction as a col-
lective construction, including children’s collaboration. In the last twenty years of 
the twentieth century, several studies focused on teachers’ strategies in managing 
classroom order (Cohen, Lotan, & Leechor, 1989; Pollard, 1982; Waterhouse, 
1991) and pupils’ contributions to the construction and maintenance of this order 
(Davies, 1980, 1983; Scarth, 1987; Stevenson, 1991). In these studies, the hierar-
chical relation between teacher and pupils, as the expression of a generational 
order (Alanen, 2009), emerges as seemingly unavoidable. These studies suggest 
that teaching is conceived as a monologue: meanings seem to result from the teach-
er’s intentions and strategies alone, while pupils are seen as recipients of the units 
of information prepared by the teacher, who claims for a primary right to act and 
control the distribution of opportunities for action. Thus, children “become mere 
recipients of information from the teacher” (Sharma, 2015, p. 173) and the educa-
tion system turns children into pupils by instructing children to be “proper chil-
dren” (James & James, 2004, p. 123).

The condition of migrant children seems to be particularly vulnerable in the 
education system, as portrayed above (European Commission, 2017; e.g. Darmody, 
Byrne, & McGinnity, 2014; Kovać-Cerović, 2021). Vulnerability may clearly be 
attributed to migrant children’s deficits in previous education, unhelpful families 
or language barriers. There is, however, another, possibly less obvious, factor 
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which is important in defining migrant children’s vulnerability. This is the idea 
that migrant children’s participation in education has been regarded, since the 
beginning, as an indicator of “super-diversity” (Vertovec, 2007), enhancing high 
complexity in teaching, including teaching in kindergartens and preschools 
(Lauritsen, 2011; Palludan, 2007; Seele, 2012). The main concern underlying this 
perspective is that teachers’ actions are ineffective to enhance learning of migrant 
children in that these children belong to different cultural groups or speak different 
languages (Devine, 2013). The interpretation of migrant children’s vulnerable 
condition in the education system is primarily based on a narrative foregrounding 
ethnicity as production of cultural differences and identities, which are seen as a 
primary threat for teaching. Several studies focus on the ways in which cultural 
diversity influences classroom communication, associating migrant children’s iden-
tity with membership of a specific cultural group and taking it for granted that 
migrant children’s actions predictably follow the rules of those cultural groups the 
children’s families belong to (e.g., Ensor & Godziak, 2010; Kostet & Verschraegen 
Noel Clycq, 2021; Mahon & Cushner, 2012; Schell, 2009). The consequence of 
this conceptualisation is that the hierarchical structure of education, in fact, 
enhances the cultural or ethnic labelling of migrant children, even in absence of 
any explicit intention of discriminating or marginalising them. The combined 
narratives of vulnerability and cultural belonging of migrant children stress their 
need of support in the education system, but obscure the migrant children’s con-
tribution to change the ways in which such need of support may be conceived and 
designed.

Other studies have contested traditional education and explored forms of dialogic 
teaching which can support children as active constructors of knowledge who can 
express their views, challenge different ones and explore different options (e.g., 
Mercer, 2002; O’Connor & Michaels, 1996; Wells, 2015). These studies suggest 
that learning is based on reciprocal interactions between teachers and pupils, pro-
ducing mutual influence. In dialogic teaching, “both teachers and pupils make 
substantial and significant contributions […] through which children’s thinking on 
a given idea or theme is helped to move forward” and teachers “encourage stu-
dents to participate actively” (Mercer & Littleton, 2007, p. 41). Consequently, 
learners’ active participation in the interaction is displayed as autonomous con-
struction of meanings (Young, 2007). Undoubtedly, applying this conception of 
dialogic teaching helps migrant children’s chances of inclusion in schools since 
active participation in learning can increase the quality of their school experience. 
Dialogic teaching, however, does not truly affect the hierarchical structure of edu-
cation. In dialogic teaching, even if children have the possibility to show learning 
through their active participation and are thus conceived as active learners, they are 
still learners.

The CHILD-UP project is based on the concept that dialogic promotion of 
(migrant) children’s agency, rather than learning, is extremely important to change 
the structure of teaching in the education system. Agency is distinguished from 
learning since it means making autonomous choices in the ways of participating, thus 
co-creating educational contexts (Baraldi, 2014, 2022). It was the objective of 
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CHILD-UP to understand if and how CMB’s agency can be encouraged or dis-
couraged in schools, and if and how hybrid integration can be enhanced in the 
education system. CHILD-UP aimed to analyse interventions supporting CMB’s 
agency in educational institutions, through the development of dialogic methods. 
The underlining assumption was that dialogic promotion of CMB’s agency can 
lead to hybrid integration. Following this assumption, the research focused on 
“multicultural” classrooms and schools as settings allowing for the production of 
hybrid integration based on the contribution of both CMB and non-migrant 
children.

The CHILD-UP project has enhanced a bottom-up approach in which research, 
local interventions, and local policies are strictly related to developing synergetic 
connections between schools and their social and cultural contexts, encouraging 
coordinated planning and collaborative enhancement of agency and hybrid integra-
tion. The project has provided research evidence to the current debate to stimulate 
public policies that are coherent with the findings of our research and to integrate 
these findings into the overall policy goals. For this purpose, CHILD-UP has also 
provided: (1) a plan to multiply its impact through the action of Local and International 
Stakeholder Committees, (2) guidelines for interventions and their self-evaluation, 
and (3) a training package for professionals (available online: see www.child-up.eu).

The CHILD-UP research methodology

The CHILD-UP project reached its objectives through desk research and field 
research. Desk research mainly consisted in a study of CMB’s conditions of integra-
tion in the seven countries involved, based on both scientific and grey literature. 
Research in this case considered existing data on CMB’s social life and practices 
of integration. The analysis regarded the assessment of the wellbeing of CMB and 
their families, evaluated through data on legislation, integration policies, support 
programs and educational practices.

Field research regarded specific areas in the seven participating countries, which 
were chosen to analyse the largest possible variety of ways of involving CMB in the 
education system (see Table 1.1 in the Appendix). Field research addressed the 
involvement of CMB and native children attending kindergartens/preschools 
(aged 5−6 years), primary schools (aged 9−10 years), lower secondary schools 
(aged 12−13 years), and higher secondary schools (aged 15−16 years). Field 
research was based on the use of mixed methods and included: (1) a quantitative 
survey in the local schools, protection services, educational and mediation agen-
cies, and families; (2) a qualitative research on the perspectives of children and 
professionals working with children; (3) an evaluative research on relevant exam-
ples of school activities.

Quantitative research: the survey

The survey was conducted in the seven participating countries, involving all 
children attending selected local schools, their parents/guardians, teachers, social 
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workers, interpreters or mediators working in schools, and professionals work-
ing in reception centres. The choices of schools and professionals depended on 
the specific local conditions, but the focus was primarily on primary and lower 
secondary schools, which are crucial for the hybrid integration of most CMB, 
and, more frequently, plan activities concerning their inclusion. The other types 
of schools were selected depending on CMB local conditions of integration (see 
Table 1.1 in the Appendix). The general objective of the survey was to gain a 
detailed and multi-angled portrait of the diverse situations by studying how the 
education and social protection systems enhance or hinder CMB’s agency. Specific 
objectives of the survey were: (a) understanding CMB’s participation and agency 
from the viewpoint of the children, their parents/guardians, and professionals; and 
(b) investigating several factors influencing children’s participation in education, 
such as gender, age, country of origin, language skills, family composition, and 
length of stay.

The questionnaire was adapted to the children’s age; in particular, a specific 
type of questionnaire with simple questions was applied in kindergartens/pre-
schools. The questionnaires were distributed to the entire class, CMB and 
non-migrant children alike, CMB being identified only afterwards through 
their personal data (the origin of their parents and their places of birth). While 
allowing for a comparison of CMB and non-migrant children, this type of 
sampling prevented pre-selecting CMB and possible use of parameters different 
from the two established ones. The total number of collected questionnaires 
was over 7,000, and the number of children who filled out the questionnaire 
was almost 4,000 (see Table 1.2 in the Appendix) so 3,000 questionnaires were 
compiled by adults, parents and professionals. More than one-third of children 
and approximately one-third of parents have a migrant background, with rele-
vant differences among the seven countries (see Table 1.3 in the Appendix). 
The gender balance of girls and boys among child respondents was almost fif-
ty-fifty. By contrast, most professional and parent respondents were female; this 
data shows the strong gender bias among professionals involved in children’s 
education and social protection, as well as among parents who take care of 
children’s school education. It is also important to note that gender was not 
restricted to a binary variable; however, implementing this principle in practice 
was not as easy. For instance, due to the upswing of anti-LGBTQ+ sentiment 
in Poland, the question concerning gender did not include the choice “other” 
but rather an open-ended question for respondents to state their gender. The 
number of respondents who selected “other” was very low in all cases (never 
reaching 1%) and frequently based on joking. This seems to show that chil-
dren’s awareness of non-binary genders is still discouraged in European 
countries.

Qualitative research: the interviews

The qualitative research on the perspectives of professionals and children was 
based on interviews (see Table 1.4 in the Appendix), addressing narratives about 
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the conditions of migrant children and hybrid integration. Children participating 
in individual or collective interviews were 1,305. Individual interviews involved 
CMB and collective interviews included both CMB and non-migrant children. 
The group sizes of the collective interviews with children varied from 2 to 24, 
depending on countries and schools. The professionals participating in the inter-
views were 284, all having regular contacts with CMB; the professionals included 
teachers, community educators, mediators/interpreters, social workers working 
with migrants and guardians in reception centres. The interviews aimed to cap-
ture the attitudes and values   of the respondents, seen through the prism of their 
personal experiences. The interviews also allowed for the expansion of the find-
ings from the quantitative survey, depicting a more detailed and nuanced picture 
of the levels of participation, agency and hybrid integration of CMB. All inter-
views addressed gender issues, the intercultural dimensions of social relationships, 
the specific aspects of (dis)satisfaction concerning education and social relations 
in the community, as well as the assessment of meanings of agency and hybrid 
integration in the school and community. The interviews focused on children’s 
expectations, their relationships with the school system and the protection sys-
tems (where existing), ways in which professionals motivate migrant children 
to participate in educational and social contexts, peer relationships, coopera-
tion with parents, difficulties at school, potential and opportunities provided by 
schools, impact of policies, and support offered to CMB and professionals work-
ing with them.

Evaluative analysis: audio- and video-recordings

The evaluative analysis of activities implemented in kindergartens/preschools, 
primary schools, lower and higher secondary schools, was based on video-record-
ings and audio-recordings of activities on the one hand, and questionnaires and 
collective interviews with children on the other (see Table 1.5 in the Appendix). 
The analysed activities involved approximately 1,600 children. CMB comprised 
almost half of the total number of children participating in the activities; this 
data shows that the objective of involving CMB together with native children 
was reached and thus makes up for a notable result. Evaluative research took 
into account both the processes and the results of the activities, aiming to assess 
their effectiveness in supporting agency and promoting hybrid integration. The 
research included different types of activities that could be considered effective in 
supporting CMB’s agency and hybrid integration. Many activities were based on 
facilitation of children’s participation in meetings regarding, for instance, solici-
tation of children’s reflections on relevant topics, contrast of prejudice and exclu-
sion, support of personal contributions to positive classroom relations, reflections 
on assigned narratives or tasks, experiences of lockdown, past personal experi-
ences, and comments to pictures. Other activities included meetings aimed to 
improve second-language learning and parent−teacher meetings with the sup-
port of language mediation for those parents who could not speak the language 
of the teachers.
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Video-recordings and audio-recordings were used to document whether and 
how hybrid integration was realised and, when it was, how far such realisation was 
based on the facilitation of children’s (and parents’) agency and production of nar-
ratives. Recordings allowed for the assessment of the relevance, forms, and prob-
lems of interaction, as well as of the narratives produced in the interactions. In 
particular, video-recording is a technique that captures the complexity of both 
verbal and non-verbal actions and captures anything that happens in a meeting, 
including the physical environment of the interaction. The researchers can re-wind 
the recorded data many times, thus reflecting on their meanings with extreme 
accuracy. After a minute analysis of the video-recorded meetings, several transcrip-
tions were selected, for further analysis and discussion. The transcription of vid-
eo-recordings is a very effective additional tool: in that they are available multiple 
times, they can be used for discussion involving more researchers and improved 
reflection.

Two limitations or disadvantages of video-recording should be pointed out, 
however. The first limitation concerns the incompleteness of observation. Since 
video-recordings take the perspective of the camera, they cannot include 
everything in the context of the meeting. This prevents researchers from having a 
complete panorama of all that happens in the meeting. This implies a careful 
methodology in choosing the way of using the machine. The second limitation 
concerns possible lack of spontaneity. Since voices, faces and physical appearances 
are recorded, video-recording needs to be used in ways as to avoid participation 
inhibiting. There are a number of ways to do it, the easier one being that of let-
ting the camera go for long stretches of time, so that the participants no longer 
note it. However, this study has confirmed what already noted in previous author’s 
experience (e.g., Baraldi, 2022; Baraldi, Joslyn, & Farini, 2021) by showing that, 
if participants are intensively involved in the interaction, they tend to forget the 
video-recorder quickly. In the CHILD-UP research, the technical resources were 
used cautiously, avoiding being too invasive and therefore inhibiting participation. 
Video-recordings were impossible in the UK, since classes were closed to external 
researchers during the pandemic period, and in Poland, since consent was denied. 
In these two cases, video-recordings were replaced by audio-recordings (collected 
by class teachers in the UK). Audio-recordings were also used in parent−teacher 
mediated meetings. Audio-recordings are not effective in capturing non-verbal 
and “visual” events, but they can be effective nevertheless in understanding and 
analysing verbal communication.

The recordings were analysed to understand the efficacy of the activities in facil-
itating and mediating children’s agency (and parents’ agency in case of language 
mediation). Recordings and their transcriptions documented whether the facilita-
tion of dialogue and exercise of agency were, in fact, achieved and the ways used 
to achieve facilitation. Transcribed recordings provided qualitative indicators to 
check the relevance, forms, and problems of interactions; production of narratives; 
and differences in participation and agency in interactions.

Pre-tests and post-tests delivered through questionnaires allowed for an 
understanding of the children’s perception of the activities. The pre-test included 
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information on the perception of the objectives of the activities and the expected 
outcomes. The post-test checked if the objectives and the outcomes were 
achieved and how they were assessed by the participating children, providing 
information about the short-term results of the activities. In several cases, and 
where possible in times of pandemic, the post-test was followed by a focus group 
to understand, by qualitative means, the children’s perspectives on the 
activities.

Impact of the COVID-19 pandemic

The COVID-19 pandemic caused widespread school closures at the precise 
moment in which interviews and recordings were planned to start. Excluding 
very few recordings in Italy, the data collection on field fully coincided with the 
pandemic outbreak and continued throughout, causing enduring uncertainty 
in all countries regarding the actual possibility of carrying out research and the 
extent to which this could actually be done (Amadasi & Baraldi, 2022; Damery 
& Raziano, 2021). In all countries, new regulations made access to schools much 
more difficult, leading to delays in the recruitment process, in the collection 
of interviews and in the recording of the activities. New obligations caused 
changes in planned activities; and even the manner in which interviews were 
conducted and activities were facilitated. In particular, face-to-face interviews 
were not allowed in several locations due to social distancing requirements and 
to ensure the health and well-being of both the children and professionals. The 
most relevant difficulty concerned research on mediation, since mediators were 
not admitted in schools in most countries. Many individual interviews were 
conducted online. More difficulties arose with regard to the collective inter-
views, as well as the recording of activities, since in several cases the researchers 
were not admitted in schools. Special attention was also paid to protect the 
interviewees and the participants in the activities. The pandemic was difficult 
and stressful for professionals and children, who had to reorganise their activities 
and adapt to remote work instantaneously. However, with considerable effort 
on the part of the researchers involved, the quantity and quality of data were 
surprisingly and extraordinarily good. Despite their increased workload, both 
professionals and children appreciated the work of research as well as the tools 
and programmes they used, and perceived the whole process as a way to reflect 
on their practices,. Thus, the success of the project was based on the strong 
commitment of school personnel and the prompt and effective organisation of 
remote activities in schools.

Considering the lack of access to in-person interactions, using digital platforms 
provided an excellent opportunity to engage in research work during school clo-
sures, respecting physical distance both for interviews and for recording meetings. 
In Italy, for instance, video-recordings were conducted on digital platforms under 
two conditions in different phases of COVID prevention: (1) with all participants 
on a digital platform in different locations; and (2) with researchers and facilitators 
on a digital platform and children in the class. In both cases, digital platforms 
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provided the opportunity for the children to share their views with the researchers, 
the facilitators, and their classmates (Amadasi & Baraldi, 2022; Farini, Baraldi, & 
Scollan, 2021). Limitations to online research included transmission delays and 
connection problems; difficulties in reading and assessing body language, eyes con-
tact and smiles; and the possibility of children switching cameras off. However, 
some new communication channels could be activated as resources for interaction 
with children. For instance, the use of the chat function was an opportunity for 
hesitant students to share views without taking the floor orally during an activity. 
Video-recordings on digital platforms were more discreet compared to a camera 
placed in front of the children in the classroom. When children were in the class-
room and researchers and facilitators were online, some strategies were adopted to 
ensure children’s participation. For example, during a collective interview in an 
Italian kindergarten, children were asked to express their opinions by moving 
through different areas in the classroom or showing objects having certain colours, 
where each area or colour corresponded to a preference. Finally, when participat-
ing children were at home, they seemed to be relaxed and provided rich personal 
expressions. However, those activities including children’s use of the body as a way 
of self-expression could not be realised either through a digital platform or in per-
son. In Sweden and, in the final phase of the project also in other countries, 
in-presence meetings were finally restored, which allowed for at least a small sam-
ple of data being collected in-presence. Pre-tests and post-tests were luckily possi-
ble throughout the whole period, so that all participants could provide their 
evaluation of the activities.

The ethical challenge

Research in CHILD-UP involved vulnerable individuals and sensitive data. 
Vulnerable individuals included children (aged 5−16) as persons unable to provide 
informed consent and volunteers for social science research (parents and profes-
sionals), many of them migrants. Sensitive data included tracking and observa-
tion of participants and personal information processing. For these reasons, ethics 
was a crucial issue during the entire research. Ethical guidelines were provided 
at the beginning of the project, and all research partners obtained authorisations 
from local ethical committees. An expert, a well-known ethics advisor (Virginia 
Morrow), was appointed to support ethical choices in research. In accordance 
with the General Data Protection Regulation (2016/679) of the European Union, 
accurate information sheets and consent forms were distributed to all partici-
pants, including parents of minors. Information was provided about the meanings 
and methods of the research, the rights of participants and the processing of the 
data. Throughout all its phases, the research followed the key principles of ethical 
research, securing the emotional well-being, physical well-being, rights, dignity, 
and personal values of research participants, with the supervision of the ethics 
advisor. While, in some cases, the outbreak of the pandemic did not change the 
ethical conditions of field research, in other cases, it determined new research con-
ditions with changes affecting ethical issues too. Thus, new information sheets and 


