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What about the family? The role
and meaning of family in the
Integration of migrant children:
Evidence from Slovenian schools

Zorana Medari¢*!, Barbara Gornik' and Mateja Sedmak’

Science and Research Centre Koper, Koper, Slovenia

Based on field research in Slovenian schools, the article examines the role
of the family in the integration process of migrant children. While migrant
children perceive the family as the most important factor influencing their
overall well-being and life satisfaction, research shows that parents of migrant
children are often not involved in school activities and life. The article explores
how the role of parents in the integration process of migrant children in the
school environment is understood at the policy level and how it is perceived
by migrant children and the educational community. It also explores what
are the main barriers to the involvement of migrant parents in schools and
what are the existing practices and experiences in Slovenian schools. The
analysis is based on qualitative research in Slovenian schools with children
and the educational community conducted as part of the Migrant Children
and Communities in a Transforming Europe (MiCREATE) project.
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Introduction

Parental involvement in education of migrant children is paramount for their
integration. Several studies have demonstrated the positive impact of parental and family
engagement in school on children’s academic performance and success, and subsequently
on their (future) participation in society. A general trend observed in Western societies is
that parental involvement is very intense and engaged, “so that good parents are expected
not just to provide material and emotional support and check homework, but also to
participate in school choice and even help their teenage children apply to universities”
(Weis, Cipollone and Jenkins in Antony-Newman, 2019: 2). The strong involvement of
parents in schoolwork and the educational process is a new factor in the social
differentiation of children (Ule, 2015: 25), because the children whose parents do not know
how to participate in school or who are not able to provide support in school matters are
worse off compared to the children who are supported by their parents.

However, analyses of the school engagement of migrant parents show that the ability
to actively participate in their children’s education is significantly influenced by the parents’
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class, race, gender, and migrant status (Baquedano-Lopez et al.,
2013). Migrant parents face particular challenges due to language
barriers (Antony-Newman, 2019), unfamiliarity with the host
country’s education system, socio-economic status (Tang, 2014),
and cultural differences (Denessen et al., 2007; Calzada et al.
2015). While some migrant parents manage to overcome these
obstacles and build relationship with teachers (Turney and Kao,
2009), parental engagement is still lower in schools with a high
proportion of students who do not speak the language of
instruction at home than in schools with fewer migrant students
(European Education and Culture Executive Agency, Eurydice,
2019: 26). In this context, it is encouraging that in Europe, the vast
majority of governments have put in place top-level regulations to
promote schools’ efforts to inform and actively involve parents of
migrant children in the educational process (European Education
and Culture Executive Agency, Eurydice, 2019: 26), with the aim
of supporting relationships between teachers and migrant parents
and facilitating the benefits of involving parents in their
children’s education.

The Slovenian context is noteworthy and calls for analytical
attention for two main reasons: first, because, as Ule (2015) shows,
compared to other European countries, Slovenian parents are
among those who are most engaged in their children’s school,
educational pathways, and school work and have high educational
aspirations, which are also adopted by the children themselves;
and second, because Slovenia is one of the few countries with
educational policies that cover the areas of parental involvement
in a holistic way. As reported in the Eurydice report, Slovenian
policy puts emphasis on the potential of parents to contribute to
the physical, cognitive, social, and emotional development of their
children as well as to address any psychosocial difficulties
(European Education and Culture Executive Agency, Eurydice,
2019: 26). However, as studies show, there are significant
discrepancies between what is envisaged in policy and what is
implemented in school practice (Dezan and Sedmak, 2020;
Medari¢ et al., 2021).

There is a paucity of the literature on parental involvement in
relation to the integration of migrant children within school
environment. The research on migrant parents has been growing
in the last years, but they are still an under-researched group
(Antony-Newman, 2019). The article aims to fill this gap by
examining the role of parents in the integration process within
school environment, how it is conceived at the policy level and
how it is perceived by migrant children and teachers. With regard
to the latter, the article discusses how teachers perceive and
promote the engagement of migrant parents in school (what are
the practices of parental involvement, what are the reasons for
non-involvement) and how migrant children see the role of their
parents in relation to the integration process. The article brings
new insights into the role of parents and the family in the
integration of migrant children within educational setting and the
obstacles to their involvement.

The analysis is based on qualitative research with teachers and
migrant children from Slovenian primary and secondary schools,
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conducted as part of the Migrant Children and Communities in a
Transforming Europe (MiCREATE) project.

The article begins with a theoretical framing of the
relationship between family, school, and integration of migrant
children, drawing attention to the challenges parents face in
their engagement with school. Then the methodological
approach of the field study is briefly presented and the
empirical results are analyzed. The empirical part first describes
the main policy documents and support measures aimed at
bridging the gaps in cooperation between teachers and parents
of migrant children. Thereafter, it pursues with presentation of
fieldwork results, ending with a brief discussion and conclusion.

Theoretical framework

The role of family and school for the
integration of migrant children

At the level of policy studies, migrant integration has typically
meant measuring the degree to which immigrant groups equally
participate in the economic and social institutions of the host society,
taking into consideration structural aspects such as educational
achievement, access to the labor market and discrimination
(Schneider and Crul, 2010). Sociological and anthropological studies
in this field have additionally placed emphasis on the processes of
transition, construction of hybrid identities (Boland, 2020), and
emerging modes of belonging (Grzymala-Kazlowska, 2016, 2017;
Laoire et al., 2016). With the topicality and growing interest in the
process of integrating migrant children, the role of parents and the
family and school has become more important in this regard. There
is a broad consensus on the importance of the family and schooling
for the overall well-being and life satisfaction of children. However,
as this section shows, the relationship between family, school and
integration of migrant children is complex and multi-layered.

In view of integration processes and migrant children, the
family is of key importance. Its supportive role is particularly
important for newly arrived migrant children as it provides them
with a sense of anchorage connection, security, and identity.
Previous research on the anchoring (Grzymala-Kazlowska, 2016,
2017), of Slovenian migrant youth, i.e., research in how migrants
connect to a new society and the process of psychological and
social stabilization within it, shows that in connecting with the
new society family plays a significant role that enables them to feel
well, safe, and secure (Sedmak and Medari¢, 2022). Indeed,
children who have family members living in the same country are
better able to cope with the daily challenges that migration brings
(Sedmak and Dezan, 2021). Evidence from Danish school studies
(Piekut et al., 2021), moreover, show that acceptance of migrant
families and ethnic groups of children by teachers, the school, and
the local community enhances the integration process of migrant
children and, conversely, if children feel that their families are
exposed to discrimination and negative prejudice, this has a
negative impact on their readiness to adapt.
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In addition to family, school is also one of the most important
social institutions when it comes to the challenges of migrant
children’s integration; it functions as a vehicle for promoting
tolerance, intercultural dialogue, inclusion, and acceptance
(Medari¢ and Sedmalk, 2012) and serves as a place of social inclusion
for children who are new to the local environment. From this
perspective, schools play a role in meeting migrants’ needs in terms
of language acquisition, developing relationships with peers and
teachers (Due et al.,, 2015; Soriano and Cala, 2018) and providing a
safe and stable environment for migrant children (Block et al., 2014;
Seker and Sirkeci, 2015; Aydin et al., 2019). Moreover, through
education, migrant children acquire new skills and knowledge that
increase the chances of their future economic inclusion and upward
mobility (Sudrez-Orozco, 2017), thus combating the risks of socio-
economic marginalization and exclusion.

School-family nexus has attracted interest of many academics
in migration studies, who generated many important findings.
Some found that migrant parents may perceive values of the host
society incompatible with their parenting traditions, therefore they
may try to preserve traditional cultural and religious values, thus
reinforcing their migrant identity (Johannesen and Appoh, 2016;
Bowie et al., 2017). Other shows that, if possible, parents choose a
particular school where other members of the same ethnic
community are already enrolled. This was the case in the study of
Polish parents in the United Kingdom, who often choose schools
already attended by other Polish children in the hope that their
children will be supported by Polish peers. However, in some cases,
this lead to slower language acquisition and a reduction in
children’s social networks, slowing integration (Trevena et al., 2016).

Furthermore, in the context of school and family relations,
studies demonstrate that parent and family engagement in school
have an impact on migrant children’s academic achievement and
success (Jung and Zhang, 2016). Moskal and Sime (2016) in this
respect observe that children’s academic engagement and
achievement is strengthened by supportive family relationships,
while children’s motivation to learn is also related to parents’
recognition of the sacrifices they make to provide better
opportunities for their children. Jung and Zhang (2016) moreover
highlight that parental host society’s language proficiency and
involvement in school are related to children’s cognitive
development, directly as well as indirectly, through children’s
educational aspirations. Finally, parental involvement in schools
is important, as Turney and Kao (2009) suggest, also because in
this way children recognize that education is important and
because it provide parents with means of control, and access to
information about their children, making them in a better position
to intervene if their children are struggling.

Barriers to parental involvement in
school/children education

Parental involvement in education is broadly defined as the
resources parents invest in their child’s learning experience

Frontiers in Education

10.3389/feduc.2022.1003759

(Calzada et al.,, 2015) with the goal of supporting children’s
academic and/or behavioral success. These include help with
homework at home, communication with teachers and attendance
at school, such as participation in parent-teacher conferences,
involvement in parent organizations, attendance at school events,
and volunteering at school (Turney and Kao, 2009; Young et al.,
2013), as well as involvement in broader learning environments
and extracurricular learning activities (Jung and Zhang, 2016).

The findings on racial and ethnic differences in parental
involvement practices are fairly inconsistent, and sometimes even
contradictory. Turney and Kao (2009), for example, indicate that
Black and Hispanic parents are more involved in parent-teacher
organizations than White parents and those Asian parents are less
involved. In contrast, report of European Education and Culture
Executive Agency, Eurydice (2019) finds that headmasters in
schools with a high proportion of migrant students report lower
parental engagement (European Education and Culture Executive
Agency, Eurydice, 2019: 47). Jung and Zhang (2016) say that their
findings do not confirm that ethnic background differentiates
parental help with homework. Therefore, as Turney and Kao
(2009) point out, it is important to note that parental engagement
in school is a multidimensional and intersectional phenomenon.
Differences in parental engagement exist not only between
different ethnic groups, but also within these groups. The most
common factors affecting engagement include time spent in the
country (e.g., differences between foreign-born and native-born
members of a particular ethnic group), language skills of migrant
parents, socio-economic status of the migrant family, demographic
characteristics of the family, and cultural proximity to the host
society (Turney and Kao, 2009; Jung and Zhang, 2016).

Nevertheless, studies show quite consistently that the ability
to actively participate in children’s education is significantly
influenced by parents’ migration status (Baquedano-Lopez et al.,
2013). According to data from longitudinal Early Childhood
Study from National Center for Educational Statistics 2001 from
United States, which examined racial and immigrant differences
in barriers to parental involvement in school, immigrant parents
report more barriers to their childrens participation and
engagement in school life compared to native parents (Turney and
Kao, 2009).

Overall, studies confirm that language skills are important
predictors of parental involvement and engagement in school
(Turney and Kao, 2009). In a comparative synthesis of 40
qualitative and quantitative studies on parental engagement using
migrant families in North America, Europe, Asia, and Australia as
examples, Antony-Newman’s analysis has shown that migrant
parents face significant challenges primarily due to language
barriers (Antony-Newman, 2019), which significantly affect
parental engagement in the case of migrant families (Sohn and
‘Wang, 2006; Denessen et al., 2007). On the one hand, migrant
parents may not be able to assist their children with homework
and learning due to their limited knowledge of educational
concepts and insufficient language skills (Colombo, 2006); on the
other hand, language barriers also worsen the relationship and

frontiersin.org


https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2022.1003759
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org

Medaric et al.

communication between them and teachers. Some studies report
that parents often feel less confident because they do not speak the
language and therefore do not feel comfortable in direct oral
communication, preferring written communication with teachers
(Sohn and Wang, 2006). Parents who do not speak the host
country’s language are also more likely to report that they do not
feel welcome at school (Turney and Kao, 2009). Children often act
as translators or interpreters for parents who cannot communicate
in the host country language. This can also promote children’s
willingness to integrate, as they feel responsible for supporting
their families (Moskal and Sime, 2016).

Lack of familiarity with the education system and the role of
host schools is another barrier to parental involvement in schools
(Antony-Newman, 2019). Some studies suggest that the lower
level of support is due to migrant parents’ unfamiliarity with the
school culture, organizational structure, educational standards,
and requirements of the national school system (Crosnoe, 2010;
OECD Education and Skills Today, 2020). This unfamiliarity with
the school system can lead to a lack of confidence in their ability
to guide their children’s educational trajectory (Pena, 2000),
avoidance of helping their child achieve educational success
through participation in school activities (Tang, 2014), and being
in a worse position when advising their children on their
educational path (Kristen, 2005).

Parental engagement is also influenced by the socio-economic
status of the family. Tang (2014) highlights that migrant parents
are more likely to report that meeting times suggested by teachers
are unsuitable; this may be particularly true of low-income
migrant families, whose adult members are more likely to face
long working days, unstable working hours, and jobs far from
their homes (Tang, 2014). In addition, some studies suggest that
the parents of migrant children have, on average, lower levels of
education (OECD Education and Skills Today, 2020: 16) and are
therefore less able to support the child’s learning and improve their
academic performance (Erikson and Jonsson, 1996: 26).
Depending on socio-economic status, the family may also support
and enable their child’s participation in extracurricular activities,
where social networks are built that contribute to inclusion
(Rerak-Zampou, 2014).

Studies show that cultural differences in many ways hinder
cooperation and communicating between teachers and parents.
Families have different attitudes toward schooling and interaction
with school staff, and that these attitudes may be related to their
experiences of schooling, religion, and cultural values. Cultural
differences make parental involvement more difficult for teachers
and school administrators. For example, Denessen et al. (2007)
explain that parents may not know how to get involved; while
Calzada et al. (2015) stress that they may not see involvement in
their children’s schooling as their role or responsibility. Some
studies have found that immigrant families are less likely to
participate in certain school activities because they do not perceive
the activity as directly linked to their child’s educational success
(Hill and Torres, 2010). Not knowing each other’s culture, lifestyles
and values (among both teachers and parents) negatively affect
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relationships and direct parental involvement. A study of Somali
parents shows that parents need parental support for a successful
transition into parenthood. Schools and social services can
overcome barriers that prevent a lack of knowledge about the new
country’s systems in relation to parenting (Osman et al., 2016).

The lack of information faced by migrant families due to
language limitations often leads to a lack of integration of migrant
children. In the school context, children from migrant families
may also act as closed gates to the flow of information due to
concerns about their family’s public image and consciously try not
to impose additional burdens on their parents while resisting
pressure from their parents (Saavild et al., 2017). Existing school
integration policies and practices in European schools often do
not automatically include the dissemination of information about
school rules and daily routines in migrant languages. On the other
hand, a comparative study in six European countries has clearly
shown that there is a need for such support (Sedmak and Dezan,
2021). A lack of information for migrant families was also revealed
at a time of pandemic, when the disadvantage of migrant children
became even more apparent and an integration process was
seriously questioned (Gornik et al., 2020).

Finally, teachers and educational staff play a key role in
building a cooperative relationship with parents. Licardo and Leite
(2022) emphasize that teachers’ interpersonal and professional
skills are important predictors of perceived cooperation with
migrant parents. Migrant families may perceive the school climate
as intimidating and dismissive or feel uncomfortable and
disrespected due to teachers judgmental attitudes and
communication style (Pefia, 2000; Turney and Kao, 2009). While
teachers acknowledge that barriers to parental involvement are
due to a lack of school policies and ineffective communication
strategies, they also frequently report barriers on the part of
families, such as parents not attending school events, not
responding to teacher communication, not having the resources
to engage with the school, and being reluctant to engage with the
school due to mandated screening procedures (Soutullo et al.,
2016). In addition, Van Daal et al. (in Denessen et al., 2007) point
out that teachers often feel that migrant parents lack language
skills to communicate with teachers, hold school (exclusively)
responsible for their child’s education and have a low interest in
school matters.

Existing studies indicate that parents need to be supported by
school authorities in order to promote the integration process of
children. Expectations of appropriate involvement and how the
family should cooperate with the school vary. This is especially
true when intercultural differences are involved, i.e., in the case of
migrant children and their families. Lopez et al. (2001) also
acknowledge in their study the difficulty of American schools to
cope with the lower achievement and dropout of migrant children
and the difficulty to effectively overcome the terrain of parental
involvement and promote the academic success of migrant
children. They found that the schools that were successful in
parental involvement were successful because they placed the
needs of parents above all other considerations for involvement.
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The schools were successful not because they were committed to
a particular definition of parent involvement, but because they
were committed to meeting the diverse needs of migrant parents
on a daily and ongoing basis.

Methodology and methodological
approach

The analysis is based on field research among migrant children
and members of the education community in Slovenia, conducted
as part of the MiCREATE - Migrant Children and Communities in
a Transforming Europe project, funded by the Horizon 2020
Research and Innovation Action.

Research among members of the educational community in
primary and secondary schools was conducted in the period from
June to December 2019. A total of 54 interviews and 14 focus
groups were conducted in 16 Slovenian primary and secondary
schools. The selection criteria were to include elementary schools,
vocational schools, and upper secondary schools in cities with a
large migrant population and resulting cultural and ethnic
diversity, and to achieve the most diversified sample in terms of
migrant children’s experiences. First, background information on
school life was obtained from a school representative, usually
principals and school counselors in 16 schools. Afterwards, seven
schools, three primary and four secondary, were selected for more
in-depth research. In these schools, additional 38 interviews and
focus groups were conducted with teachers and other educational
staff in order to attain their perceptions, attitudes and opinions
regarding approaches, measures, and the overall process of the
integration of migrant children.

In the same seven schools, a multi-method research among
children was conducted among migrant and local children and
youth (aged 10-17 years) between October 2019 and March 2021.
Initially, the participant observation phase was organized for at
least 15days per school. The participant observation days were
conducted as the “field entry” phase. A combination of passive and
moderate participation approaches (Fine and Sandstrom, 1988)
was used. In the former, we passively participated as uninvolved
observers in daily school activities to gather information about the
general climate, daily routines, interactions, class and peer
relationships, and general social dynamics in the schools. Later, a
moderate observation approach was used to develop a rapport and
establish a level of familiarity and trust that helped us to conduct
the collection of autobiographical life stories with children and
young people and focus groups. A total of 99 autobiographical life
stories were collected, 60 of which with newly—arrived or long-
term migrant children+. All interviews were recorded, transcribed
verbatim, and analyzed according to the rules of qualitative data
analysis (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011) using NVivo software.

What followed was the application of focus groups with 3-6
children/young people where participants discussed selected
topics, e.g., migration, multiculturalism and cultural diversity in
school, discrimination, racism, well-being, issues of identity and
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belonging, everyday school life, family etc. In research the child—
centered approach was applied that sees children as relevant actors
in society whose views should be taken into account in the matters
that affect them (Clark and Moss, 2008; Fattore et al., 2008;
Qvortrup et al., 2011; Volonakis, 2019; Gornik, 2020). Altogether,
11 focus groups were conducted with either the same or different
children that already participated in the individual interviews
(Tables 1, 2).!

Results
Migrant children and their families

In their narratives, migrant children and youth often
emphasized the central role of the family through statements, such
as: “The family means everything to me” or “The family means life
to me;” and parents are frequently seen as confidants, who are the
only ones who can be trusted. The emotional role of parents in the
process of adjusting to the new environment is significant for
many migrant children. As one teenager (16) who migrated from
Bosnia 4 years ago explains, their support was crucial in the first
period after migrating to the new country:

Also, my family, my parents always talked to me and
everything./.../It meant a lot to me, we talked every day, they
told me that everything would be fine, that I would slowly get
used to life here, that they would be there for me and things
like that.”

While parents provide emotional support to their children,
not all of them are able to support them in their school activities
because of language barriers or intersection of different issues,
such as knowledge gaps and lack of time due to work and the like.
On the contrary, the children often reported that they were the
ones supporting younger siblings with school, because their
parents could not support them due to lack of language skills. A

TABLE 1 Methodology: Phase 1—interviews with school
representatives (June 2019-December 2019).

No of Regional coverage . No (.)f
schools interviews
Primary 9 Jesenice (1), Piran (1), Izola (1), 9
schools Celje (1), Maribor (1), Ljubljana (1),
Koper (2), and Trebnje (1)

Secondary 7 Ljubljana (1), Postojna (1), Trbovlje 7
schools (1), Maribor (2), and Koper (2)

Total 16 16

1 For more information about methodology and results of study among

children and young people see Dezan and Sedmak (2021).
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TABLE 2 Methodology: Phase 2—In depth research in selected seven schools (October 2019—March 2021).

Interviews and focus groups

10.3389/feduc.2022.1003759

Participant . Interviews and focus groups
pa with teachers and other . . group
observation . with children
educational staff
No of . No of No of focus No of No of focus
Regional coverage No of days . . . .
schools interviews groups interviews groups
Primary 3 Izola (1), Ljubljana (1), 15 participant observation 17 6 41 4
schools and Maribor (1) days in each school
Secondary 4 Koper (2), Ljubljana (1), 15 participant observation 21 8 58 7
schools and Maribor (1) days in each school
Total 7 38 14 99 11

13-year-old girl from Kosovo who came to Slovenia less than
3years ago explains:

For me it was difficult, because my mother does not understand
the language, and when I did not start school early at 7 or 7.30
I had to help my brothers and translate if they did
not understand.

So migrant children often find themselves in the role of
helper, interpreter, mediator for family members, and feel
responsible to support them. In their narratives, children
sometimes also expressed that their parents sacrificed a lot to
assure better future for them, so they felt they had to adapt
quickly and do their best.

It’s hard, no one can be indifferent in such a situation, you leave,
for example, your grandma and you go to some unknown place.
The system is different and it’s not easy, but we have to make
efforts because our parents did this for our own good. Not
because they want something bad for us, but because they wish
great things for us. We have to adapt, and we have to remain
strong. (girl, 16 y/o, newly arrived)

Migrant parents and school

Documents and guidelines

The most relevant documents that address the integration of
migrant children in Slovenia are the following: Strategy for
Integrating Migrant Children, Pupils, and Students in the
Education System in the Republic of Slovenia (Ministry of
Education, Science and Sports, 2017),> Guidelines for the
Education of Alien Children in Kindergartens and Schools (2009),
and National Education Institute Slovenia (2012), and the most
recent Proposal for a program of work with immigrant children

2 The first version of this document was issued in 2007 and presents the
foundations for the integration of migrant children in the school

environment in Slovenia.
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in the field of pre-school, primary, and secondary education
(Rutar et al,, 2018). In these documents, the parents are recognized
as an essential element for the integration of children, moreover,
the Proposal (Rutar et al., 2018) aims for the partnership between
children, the school community, parents, and the local community.

The Strategy from 2017 identified problems, which need to
be addressed in order to improve migrant integration in education
system, including cooperation with migrant parents. More
specifically, the document identified lack of recommendations and
guidelines for working with migrant parents (strategies for
communicating with migrant parents, strategies for integrating
migrant parents in kindergarten and school settings, etc.). It also
highlighted the need for teachers to learn basic elements of
migrants’ language and culture and to gain skills of intercultural
communication in order to avoid possible misunderstandings or
facilitate contact with parents and encourage them to participate
in school. Finally, lack of adequate financial support to assist in
communicating with migrant parents (lack of financial resources
for the translator, preparation of bilingual invitations, instructions,
messages...) was mentioned as one of the obstacles that need to
be addressed.

Cooperation with parents is addressed already in the
Guidelines for the Education of Alien Children in Kindergartens
and Schools (2009) that propose a collaboration of schools,
parents, and local communities through confidants (for example,
teachers responsible for migrant children) who coordinate the
interaction between the three parties. Additionally, during
enrolment process, the schools are also encouraged to assist the
parents with information about the school system, school’s
expectations, and documents, but also providing translators and
the like. According to guidelines, school should also organize
welcome days and similar activities before the beginning of the
school year. Furthermore, schools are encouraged to offer
language courses for migrant parents and thus contribute to the
development of their language skills. Moreover, professionals in
schools should gain competences to address communication
challenges that might arise between the school and migrant
parents (Rutar et al., 2018). While individual schools do offer such
activities and courses for parents and their employees, the main
problem is they are often project—funded and thus often
only temporary.
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According to these policy documents parents should
be involved at different stages of migrant child’s educational
process, however, as the documents are not binding, the
implementation differs across schools. Parents should be involved
in the preparation of individual plans for migrant learners that
define the learning goals, strategies for teaching and individual
plan of activities for each migrant child on a yearly basis.
Additionally, following the guideline that for the first 2 years of
schooling, migrant children are entitled to several adjustments in
relation to their assessment, parents should also be involved in the
decisions on the evaluation process, number of grades, time
extension etc. The documents show a rather holistic perspective
to tackling the issue of integration of migrant children in
education that also involves parents at different stages. However,
there is a significant gap between the existing policy documents
and the everyday practices in Slovenian school. One of the main
problems is that the documents are not binding and there are
significant differences in their implementation across schools (see
also Dezan and Sedmak, 2020; Medari¢, 2020; Medari¢
etal., 2021).

Perceptions of educational staff

Involvements of parents of migrant children differ significantly
across Slovenian schools. There is a large discrepancy between
primary and secondary schools in terms of cooperation with parents,
including parents with a migrant background. In primary schools,
contact with parents is more intensive, as teachers meet with them
at the beginning of the school year and cooperation usually continues
throughout the year. In the secondary schools, parental involvement
of parents is less intensive, partly because children aged 15 and over
are considered young adults and are therefore more independent.

However, even at the primary school level, there are major
differences between schools in terms of cooperation with migrant
parents. Some schools see integration as a holistic process involving
not only migrant children and their families but also local children,
members of the educational community as well as local community,
but many schools do not. Currently, there are no commonly
accepted guidelines or systemic approach to the inclusion of
migrant children in schools and the relationship between their
parents and schools. Each school organizes its own way of
connecting with parents, drawing on past experiences, and
common practices. This means that the integration of migrant
children and relationship with their parents in practice depend on
the individual school and often on individual teachers, principals,
counselors, etc. who play the most important role in the integration
processes of children within school. Some schools that are located
in traditionally more multicultural areas with a higher presence of
ethnic minorities or economic migrants, or that generally recognize
cultural, linguistic, and religious diversity as an important issue and
value, have developed internal rules and informal procedures that
promote acceptance, inclusion, and a general multicultural school
ethos. These schools understand the importance of reaching out to
the whole family and engaging with parents for successful
integration of children. As presented by a school representative
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from such a multicultural area, the needs of migrant children and
parents are addressed not only in schools, but in cooperation with
different stakeholders in the whole local area:

Somehow, according to the needs, certain practices were
established in this area. These include the coordinator for
helping foreigners, education in the form of courses, Slovenian
language courses offered by the Adult education center,
workshop to which we direct our children and families. So
basically, we try to equip these families as much as possible, and
at the same time we explore through evaluation and monitoring
what additional needs they have and what could be organized
additionally for these families and children (Primary
school representative)

In such schools parent’s well-being in the cooperation between
parents and school is seen as significantly affecting the well-being
of migrant children:

It is important that the parents feel safe and accepted in the
first place. Because if the parents feel safe and accepted, then
this affects the children, so the children feel better too (Primary
school counselor).

In our research, however, this is not the norm, as there are
many schools that do not specifically address migrant parents.
For example, when a school principal was asked whether they get
in touch with the parents of migrant children, if they organize any
meetings and the like, he replied: No more than anyone else. We
do not differentiate here highlighting the equality and the
‘ethnically blind approach’ as the reason for not approaching
migrant parents.

On the other hand, some school representatives stressed that
it is the parents of migrant children who cannot be reached,
cannot speak the language and are generally non-responsive. In a
case when a high school girl was missing school for longer periods
of time and they could not reach the parents, their
unresponsiveness was presented as “typical” for migrant parents:

And then you find yourself in a kind of a hole, where you don’t
know what to do and how, because you don’t have parents to
talk to, because they are unresponsive. As a rule they don’t read
e-mails, they don’t answer your phone, because they don’t
speak the language, they don’t come to school, and this is where

the problem lies (Secondary school representative).

This discourse has often been used in reference to the
Albanian migrant community that has been migrating as
economic migrants in recent decades, especially from Kosovo and
some parts of Northern Macedonia and is perceived as the

» <«
>

ultimate “other) i.e., “closed,” “self-sufficient;” and “culturally
different,” with strong ethnic boundaries (Sedmak and Medari¢,
2022). Since they speak the language of non-Slavic origin, they are

more difficult to communicate to than, for example parents of
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children who come from other former republics of Yugoslavia like
Bosnia, Serbia, Croatia, or even Northern Macedonia.

Migrant parents thus face specific challenges in their
cooperation with schools. The issue of (the lack of) parent’s
language knowledge was often raised by the teachers and other
educational staff. The example below shows that there do not exist
systemic solutions in solving the issue of communication with
migrant parents, such as using interpreters or intercultural
mediators. On the contrary, often ad hoc solutions, such as of
children taking the role of translators are implemented:

A problem in communicating with the parents arises when, for
example, they do not speak Slovenian. Last year, for example,
there was a situation where the mother only spoke Albanian,
not even English. Communication was not possible, and then
the girl translated herself. It's funny because the child we are
talking about translates for the parents and since you do not
know the language, you cannot follow and you do not know if

it was translated correctly (Secondary school principal).

The first contact between migrant families and the school
environment usually happens in the process of the enrolment of
children to school. Especially before the first visit to the school,
sometimes parents bring relatives or friends who already speak the
language, or even translators to help communicate with the
school. In secondary schools children often enroll alone.
Administrative officers explained that migrant students who have
been in Slovenia for several years are frequently asked to help with
translation in communication with parents, although none of
them is satisfied with such solution.

The lack of information for migrant parents was recognized
as an important issue in some schools; therefore, they try to
address it by preparing the most relevant information for migrant
parents about the necessities in their schools. For example, a
primary school principal explained a recently implemented
change in order to address this issue:

So, now I have to say that this school year, as a novelty, we held
a joint parents' meeting intended for migrant parents, to which
we also invited a translator. So, we provided the parents with
all the information, with all the contacts, where they can go,
when they can come to the consultation hours, even outside the
ones that are for everyone, because they are overcrowded,

simply for that reason.

Again, this is not a norm in all schools and some schools do
not provide any additional information for migrant parents, even
though in the narratives of teachers and counselors this was
recognized as relevant.

Another important issue that arose from the interviews with
educational staff is that intersectionality should be taken into
account when discussing parental involvement in schools, thus
their socio-economic status, educational background etc. As noted
by a teacher from a multicultural school, parental educational
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background and language knowledge play an important role in
their support and general involvement in education of
their children:

Well, if you look at Slovenian children, it is the same issue: if
the parents are more educated, they also support them with
their work at home. I would not say this is specific for migrant
children, but it is the same with Slovenian ones. If Slovenian
children come from the families with lower educational
background, they have less support at home and they have to
do more on their own. It is the same with migrant parents,
except that they are in a worse position, because they don’t
master the language /.../. (Primary school Slovenian
language teacher).

In the view of educational staff, if parents perceive education
as an important value, this is also reflected in the attitudes of
migrant children: I think that the attitude of parents is very
important. If school, education is important for them, if they take it
seriously, than they pass it on to children (Primary school counselor).

Educational staff also link children’s academic performance
and willingness to integrate to a lack of motivation due to family
circumstances, family values, and possibly low parental
expectations. One primary school principal noted that children of
economic migrants from the former Yugoslav republics whose
parents are low-skilled workers do not have high academic
aspirations and are also less willing to integrate:

Those who move from the formed e former Yugoslav republics...
it is interesting that they have been for long time, but are less
willing to advance, because they see their parents who are
builders, shop assistants, and they say...ok, it is enough for me
just to pass, to get the satisfactory grade, I don’t need better
grades. And the teachers understand me, why would I learn
Slovenian language, I speak Southern at home, my parents
speak Southern between themselves or at school, so why would
I speak Slovenian in school. “She understands me anyway’.

They are very poorly motivated (Primary school principal).

Existing school practices

In the following, the existing practices for integration and
support of migrant parents in Slovenian schools are presented.
Such practices exist only in some schools, especially those that
generally recognize multiculturality as a relevant issue, and more
often in primary schools. Schools that generally recognize cultural,
linguistic, and religious diversity also recognize the importance of
reaching out to migrant parents and involving them in the school
process. These schools address some of the barriers parents face
and were already presented.

Supporting parents through the enrolment procedure

In some schools, migrant parents are supported in various
ways during enrolment, e.g., with the necessary information in
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their mother tongue and the like. In one school, for example, a
leaflet is produced in different languages containing basic
information about the school, including the most important
telephone numbers, office hours, holidays, information about
school meals, subsidies, school books, and the like. It is distributed
at the first parents’ meeting.

Communication problems are not systematically addressed
with interpreters and/or cultural mediators, so the educators find
their own ways. Sometimes other parents, teachers, friends or
even children take on the role of translator for the parents of the
newly arrived children; rarely but in some cases, the schools also
engage authorized translators.

I organize someone within the school, if the language is spoken
by someone. Like a teacher or a parent. For example, I do not
speak Russian, but there is a mother from Russia who has
offered to help. Or Albanian. We have quite a few children
from Kosovo who speak Albanian. And the parents volunteer.
/.../ Or we ask them to bring someone with them, or the parents
of the migrants bring someone themselves who speaks the
language (primary school, counselor).

Language courses for parents

In order to address the communication problems, some
schools organize language courses for both migrant children and
their parents. One of the main problems is that these courses are
only run in some schools, are often project-based and funded, and
are therefore often limited in time.

Cooperation of parents with the local community

The involvement of community resources to support migrant
parents by schools is not common. Nevertheless, in some areas
there is cooperation with non-governmental organizations that
provide various activities for both children and parents, usually
language acquisition support, information, etc.

We have very close contacts with the Slovenian philanthropy,
Cene Stupar - Institute for Language Learning. They offer a
language course also for the parents of children. For both,
children, and parents. We have these courses in our school. So
this is what we have ... But we also cooperate with the Faculty
of Philosophy, which sends its students to our schools

as volunteers.

Schools rarely perceive the integration of migrant children as a
process that needs to involve not only migrant children but also
local children and families as well as the whole educational and local
community. Nevertheless, individual schools recognize it as such:

In our school we really thought about it, because when we talk
about inclusion, and acceptance, we have to think about
everything. It’s not just about migrant families adapting to the
new environment, it's about all of us living together.
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Training of educators in intercultural awareness

During their studies, Slovenian teachers usually do not receive
training that deals with issues of cultural diversity and
interculturality, and at the school level there is no compulsory
training for active teachers. Nevertheless, in recent years various
courses, short-term trainings and the like have been organized for
teachers to improve their skills. The organization of such activities
depends on the individual school and participation in such
trainings is voluntary. Therefore, there are also differences between
schools and individuals who participate in such courses. Usually,
schools that generally recognize multiculturality as a relevant
issue, also more often organize such trainings or workshops.
Often, participants are educators who already have affinity for the
issues of intercultural coexistence, management of cultural
diversity and similar.

There were some external trainings that we could attend, I also
went myself. The workshop was about the integration of
migrants into the school system (primary school teacher).

Despite the good examples presented, one of the main
problems remains that the existing guidelines concerning
migrant parents are not systematically implemented in practice
in all Slovenian schools. The experiences of schools that have
reached out to migrant parents show that this can be very
positive, but the often temporary nature of these good practices
is problematic.

Discussion and conclusion

The article examined the role of parents in the integration
process from the perspectives of policy, migrant children, and
educational staff. It takes as its starting point existing
observations of studies that confirm positive effects of
parental and family engagement in school on migrant
children’s academic performance, general well-being,
and integration.

The results of the research within Slovenian schools show
that the family is central to the well-being of migrant children
and youth. Their supportive role is particularly important for
newly arrived migrant children as it provides them with a sense
of support, security, and psychological and social stabilization.
This has also been recognized by individual schools and their
educational staff, who specifically addresses migrant parents and
their needs and enhances their cooperation with schools. The
analysis showed that language barriers and lack of information
are among the most common obstacles to the participation of
migrant parents in school and their children’s education as
perceived by the educational staff, however, cultural differences
or the confluence of various issues were also mentioned. This is
in line with previous research that see language barriers and lack
of information as a significant barrier in migrant children’s
family and school cooperation (Crozier and Davies, 2007;
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Turney and Kao, 2009; Antony-Newman, 2019; Macia and
Llevot Calvet, 2019). As Ule (2015) points out, the (non)
participation of parents represents an important new element of
social differentiation and it covertly sanctions those who cannot
support their children, who are less involved in schoolwork and
educational trajectories of children due to various reasons. The
support of parents is crucial also for the prevention of school
dropouts and successful transition from education to
employment (Macia and Llevot Calvet, 2019; Bojnec, 2021).
Some schools are addressing these issues by supporting migrant
parents in enrolment, addressing the linguistic barriers,
organizing support in the local community, and focusing on
training their educators, however, these measures are not equally
or systematically addressed in all school. Analysis uncovered
that schools from traditionally more culturally diverse
environments manifest higher affinity to the issues of
multiculturalism and management of cultural diversity as well
as higher level of awareness about the specific needs of migrant
children and cooperation with their parents. Discrepancies have
also been noted between primary and secondary schools, with
the primary schools being more successful and attentive in
maintaining contacts with migrant parents.

Slovenia was among the first in the European Union to
develop an integration strategy for migrant integration in
education (European Education and Culture Executive Agency,
Eurydice, 2019: 58). The documents are based on a comprehensive
approach to the integration of migrant children in schools and set
targets that stem from gaps identified in the field and, more
importantly, address all relevant elements and actors, i.e.,
teachers, policy makers, the local and national community,
language support, school curricula as well as migrant parents.
However, these policy documents are not successfully
implemented in practice and there is still a significant gap
between existing policy documents and daily practice in
Slovenian schools (see also Dezan and Sedmak, 2020; Medaric,
2020; Medari¢ et al., 2021). The analysis has also shown that
non-binding policy documents do not provide satisfactory
results. As a systemic governmental approach is still missing, the
vague framework of integration policy leads to large differences
between schools. In relation to the supporting the cooperation of
migrant children’s parents and schools, the analysis shows there
is a need to adopt a legally and financially supported approach
that would for example, address the language barriers through
official translators or cultural mediators, but also organize regular
trainings for educational staff. The study shows that extensive
knowledge already exists in Slovenia and that there are policy
models that could enable greater parental involvement and
cooperation with schools for migrant parents. However, there is
a need for additional focus on better implementation by ensuring
adequate and stable funding and comprehensive solutions.
Although Slovenia being specific as it is one of the few countries
that address parental involvement of migrant children in a very
holistic way, the results show that it still faces similar challenges
as other European countries such as Spain, Italy, or Luxembourg
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regarding parental involvement of migrant children in school
(Macia and Llevot Calvet, 2019). This study is based on the
perspective of educational staff and children and does not include
the perspective of parents, which is its main limitation. Future
research should also focus on their experiences, views,
and opinions.
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