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Some families identified as being at risk, including families of immigrant origin, 

demonstrate a lower degree of participation in school communities. This 

constitutes a major challenge for educational institutions. In this research, a 

case study including three public schools affected by school segregation was 

carried out. The aim was to analyze and disseminate teachers’ experiences and 

contributions around the question of family-school relationships, particularly 

measures they take to promote the participation of families in the daily life 

of schools. This included a particular focus on schools characterized by high 

degree of segregation and pupils with higher levels of social vulnerability. The 

study was carried out as a multi-local ethnographic project in three schools 

in the Basque Country, Spain, through participant observation, interviews, 

and focus groups with teachers, pupils, school leadership teams and psycho-

pedagogical teams. The results obtained show that schools condition the 

participation of families, especially those most at risk, and that this has an 

impact on the socio-emotional development of children. They also highlight 

the importance of building communication and relationship channels 

between families and schools. In the current age of globalization, the need to 

create a network of collaborative and trusting relationships between families 

and teachers is more evident than ever. Only by these means can children 

be properly supported to achieve their maximum potential.
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Introduction

The family and the school are the two principal spaces for socialization in contemporary 
education. In our society, the family is the basic unit of social organization and, therefore, a 
foundational socializing agent. As the root source of socialization, families are responsible 
for fostering coexistence and promoting healthy relationships based on communication and 
respect. This, in turn, protects the fundamental rights of the most vulnerable family 
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members: children (Altarejos et  al., 2005; López, 2008a). The 
establishment of secure and stable affective bonds and the 
satisfaction of children’s basic emotional needs in the family is 
fundamental to ensuring their well-being and promoting their 
healthy development (López, 2008b). The above directly influences 
the development of other personal characteristics including the 
social skills, attitudes and behaviors that shape their relationships 
with peers, teachers and the school (Moreno et al., 2009). Therefore, 
the family acts as a mediator in the relationships that children have 
with other institutions, their peers and society in general.

In order to satisfy their children’s fundamental needs and to 
protect them from real or imagined dangers, families rely on 
other social institutions. Through schools, the arena of 
socialization is expanded and the education and lessons received 
in the family are complemented. Relationships and learning, 
initially contained largely within the private sphere of the 
nucleus of primary coexistence, that is, the family, expand 
through school participation (Rebolledo and Elosu, 2009; 
Cambil and Romero, 2018). In this way, it is hoped that families 
overcome, as far as possible, the communication and relational 
difficulties of the people who compose them and establish 
relationships involving two-way interchange with their schools 
and neighborhoods (SiiS Fundación Eguía-Careaga 
Fundazioa, 2017).

Research over a period of decades has identified the 
participation of families in schools as essential for better 
educational practice and a contributing factor in students’ 
teaching-learning process (Rasbash et al., 2010; Epstein, 2011; 
Vigo and Soriano, 2015). Bolívar (2006), Escribano and Martínez 
(2016) and Simón and Barrios (2019) have argued that families 
should participate in school communities for a number of reasons. 
Their own knowledge of their children complements that of 
teachers; they are very invested in their children’s learning; they 
are involved in their children’s education throughout their 
schooling; they can positively influence the quality of educational 
support offered; and they can and should participate in decisions 
made by educational teams about their children. For all these 
reasons, families can contribute enormously in the design of 
school practices.

However, the role families play is conditioned by the sensitivity 
of schools to the diversity of the wider school community, 
including families’ needs, opinions and motivations, among other 
issues (Bryan and Henry, 2012; Valdés and Sánchez, 2016). 
Depending on the level of involvement required by a school, 
families can occupy a role ranging from the passive reception of 
information through to leadership in both the teaching-learning 
process and the organization and management (Ceballos and 
Saiz, 2021).

Thus, the practices of a school can facilitate family-school 
relationships, or promote the opposite. Some practices can 
inhibit relationships or be exclusionary in the way they generate 
and manage the relationship with certain families, particularly 
those belonging to disadvantaged socio-economic backgrounds, 
ethnic groups or other groups at risk of exclusion (Dovemark 

and Beach, 2014; Vigo et al., 2016; Vigo-Arrazola and Dieste-
Gracia, 2020). Literature from diverse contexts (Lareau and 
Horvat, 1999; Horvat et al., 2003; McNamara et al., 2003;  Arnaiz 
and Parrilla, 2019; Vigo-Arrazola and Dieste-Gracia, 2019) 
argues that families with more social and cultural capital tend to 
be more involved in school, while the participation of immigrant 
families tends to be  lower than that of native families. This 
constitutes a significant challenge. Language difficulties, lack of 
time, a low educational level and cultural differences between the 
country of origin and the host country are often cited as causes 
of this low participation (Moreno, 2017). Ceballos and Saiz 
(2021) categorize different forms of family participation, which 
mainly depend on school policy. These are fictitious participation, 
in which the role of families is limited to receiving information 
from schools; symbolic participation, where families are informed 
and consulted, but they have little influence on school decision-
making; partial participation, when a coalition is established 
between schools and families but participation is guided by the 
school and, finally, full participation, when schools and families 
are fully co-responsible, collaborating equally.

In the context of this complex reality, education professionals 
also share the perspective that families have a significant 
influence on scholastic performance and the probability 
that children will progress in their academic trajectories 
(Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, 
2010). This impact is expressed in terms of primary effects, that 
is school results and the effect of social class on academic 
performance, and secondary effects, that is, the effect of social 
class on decision making processes which determine educational 
trajectories through the transmission of values and expectations 
about education that children internalize (Bernardi and Cebolla, 
2014, p.4; Nusche, 2009). A number of international studies have 
observed that an economically unstable family environment 
influences both the level of academic expectations and the 
degree of initial educational inequality due to social origin 
(Laureau and Cox, 2011; Weininger et al., 2015; Cebolla-Boado 
et al., 2016). Along these lines, different authors engage with the 
question of cultural reproduction (Bourdieu and Passeron, 
2021). For Cambil and Romero (2018), for example, 
psychological construction and individual identity are formed 
and different social roles that enable cultural reproduction are 
adopted from early childhood. Lahire (2008) notes that several 
indicators reoccur in research analyzing the reproduction of 
social class structures in school. These indicators include 
repetition rates, definitive exit from the school system, school 
failure, grades achieved and teachers’ evaluations, among others. 
School failure, among other consequences, can put the self-
esteem of a student at risk and generate conflict with classmates, 
and can initiate a string of family and school conflicts, school 
absenteeism, etc. (Ararteko, 2011; Laureau and Cox, 2011; 
Texeira, 2016; Smith, 2019).

This article focuses on school segregation and participation in 
educational contexts and, more specifically, on family participation 
in three centers located in the Basque Country, Spain. In this 
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study, the term school segregation refers to the unequal 
composition of schools and the environment in which they are 
located. This entails an unequal distribution of students in schools 
based on their personal or social characteristics (Bonal, 2018; 
Martínez and Ferrer, 2018; Murillo and Martínez-Garrido, 2018). 
This research is centered on the views of teachers who participated 
in this research. We present a detailed analysis of three public 
schools in which the student body includes a high proportion of 
immigrants (Rapley, 2014; Bisquerra, 2016). As well as being 
immigrants, the families participating in these schools have a high 
incidence of unemployment, and many receive financial support 
to cover school expenses including the purchase of teaching 
materials and the monthly school canteen fee.

Regarding the Gorard index, which is used to quantify school 
segregation in Spain, and taking into consideration only first-
generation immigrant pupils, the Basque Country overall, 
together with Extremadura, is hypersegregated (more than 0.5 on 
the Gorard index; Murillo et al., 2017). Almost all other regions in 
Spain have a lower index and thus, while not limited to the Basque 
Country, school segregation is of particular concern here. It 
should also be noted that school segregation by socio-economic 
level in the Basque Country is also fairly unique. As highlighted 
by Murillo and Martínez-Garrido (2019), school segregation is 
very high for pupils from low socio-economic families, but only 
moderate for high socio-economic families. Alkorta and 
Shershneva (2021) have identified two factors as among the main 
causes of school segregation in the region. The first is the large 
proportion of students enrolled in private schools. The second is 
the separation of education into two linguistic streams, either 
Basque or Spanish. These streams are delivered in separate classes 
or separate institutions, creating a physical separation between 
students enrolled in each model. The overall outcome is that 
pupils of foreign origin and reduced economic status tend to 
be concentrated in specific public schools.

Consequently, it is of vital importance to build an education 
network based on collaboration and trusting relationships 
between all participating actors, in which families and teachers 
interact, with special attention focused on spaces that are 
stigmatized or subject to disadvantage (Ararteko, 2011; Santizo, 
2011; Etxebarria and Sagastume, 2013; Carneros and Murillo, 
2017; Vigo and Dieste, 2017).

School practices that contribute to recognizing family identity 
could help include disadvantaged groups and those at risk of 
marginalization (Vigo-Arrazola and Dieste-Gracia, 2019). 
However, at least as far as we are aware, there is little existing 
research on family participation in Spain and very little that goes 
into detail as to how this participation is managed (Vigo and 
Dieste, 2017). Therefore, in order to fill this gap in the literature, 
the aim of this paper is to analyze and disseminate how family-
school relationships are seen from the perspective of teachers who 
promote the participation of families in the daily life of schools, 
placing an emphasis on schools characterized by a high degree of 
segregation and the overrepresentation of students characterized 
by higher levels of social vulnerability.

Materials and methods

In this qualitative research we  used multi-local school 
ethnography (Marcus, 2001; Maturana and Garzón, 2015) in 
which three public schools affected by school segregation 
participated (Flick, 2018).

The particularity of educational ethnography is that it 
investigates the meanings present in social reality that emerge in 
schools through interpersonal relations (Cotán, 2020). Seen from 
this point of view, ethnography is an opportunity for teachers to 
reflect on their practices, their involvement and their situated and 
connected knowledge, thus facilitating their professional 
evolution. Questioning the beliefs implicit in their educational 
practice and becoming aware of their repercussions on student’s 
teaching-learning process contributes to their professional 
development (Vigo et al., 2016).

This study describes social phenomena related to the inclusion 
and exclusion of 150 children due to the social segregation 
experienced by their families. In addition, the different initiatives 
carried out in favor of inclusivity by the schools in collaboration 
with families were also assessed.

Context and participants

This paper focuses on teachers in three public schools in the 
Basque Country (Spain), including their practices and discourses 
in relation to the issues of segregation. The Basque Country is a 
Spanish autonomous community located in the north of Spain, 
bordering France. It has a total population of 2.16 million across 
three provinces, Álava, Guipúzcoa and Vizcaya. Vitoria-Gasteiz is 
the region’s second largest city and also the capital and seat of the 
main governmental institutions. The Basque Country has one of 
the most dynamic regional economies in Spain, which acts as an 
attractor for migrants.

Three public primary schools located in Vitoria Gasteiz were 
included in this research. These three schools were selected 
because the proportion of immigrants in the student body is very 
high. Apart from being migrants, the families involved in the 
schools’ community have higher levels of economic vulnerability. 
While the public education system in the Basque Country is free, 
on the basis of a needs-based assessment families can also 
be eligible for financial aid to cover school expenses including 
teaching materials and the monthly school canteen fee. The 
proportion of families receiving these benefits can thus serve as a 
proxy indicator of the economic wellbeing of a school community. 
In the three schools included in this research the proportion of 
families receiving financial aid was very high which suggests 
endemic economic hardship including low wages, irregular and 
precarious employment and unemployment. All three schools 
were located in peripheral, working-class neighborhoods, and 
were built in the seventies and eighties (Laureau and Cox, 2011, 
Chapter 6). The choice of informants was therefore intentional 
and not probabilistic (Otzen and Materola, 2017).
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Finally, before starting the field work, several meetings were 
held with school management and teaching teams to explain the 
research goals and process. In these preliminary meetings, school 
staff reported that these centers had an established trajectory of 
responding to ethno-cultural diversity and were currently 
carrying out different inclusion projects. Thus, another factor in 
selecting these three specific schools was that their management 
and educational teams claimed to be  engaging in systematic 
efforts to encourage the participation of families through their 
educational projects.

The collaborative and participatory nature of this research 
project favored the emergence of meanings related to the role 
played by families in the teaching-learning process (Flick, 2012).

Participants in this study included 3rd and 4th grade students 
from the 3 schools, as well as educational staff. More specifically, 
150 primary school students aged 9–10 and 17 adults belonging 
to the management and teaching teams participated.

Research ethics

To ensure that the research was conducted ethically, the 
project was presented to the Human Ethics Research Committee, 
CEISH-UPV/EHU, BOPV32, 2/17/2014, code M10_209_134, 
where it received a favorable assessment.

Following approval by the committee, the 3 schools selected 
were informed about the objectives of the research. Once these 
schools confirmed their institutional support, informed consent was 
granted by participating staff and families (Denzin and Lincoln, 
2017). The anonymity and confidentiality of both the individuals 
and the schools was preserved at all times (Gibbs, 2012).

Instruments and procedures for data 
collection

The research addressed here was carried out between October 
2019 and December 2021. Data was gathered from a total of 90 
sessions of participant observation across the three schools. In 
order to guarantee a wider base of observational data, in all three 
centers different spaces of a diverse nature were chosen, that is, 
more regulated spaces such as classrooms and less regulated 
spaces including the patio and the students’ lunchroom space. 
During this participant observation process observations were 
collected through field notes (Angrosino, 2012).

Apart from observation, 17 semi-structured individual 
interviews were conducted with staff from the school management 
and teaching teams. The objective of the interviews, carried out 
horizontally (Flick, 2014), was to more deeply understand 
teachers’ knowledge from their own perspectives (Brinkmann and 
Kvale, 2018) around the main questions of interest in this study. 
The interviews were audio recorded with prior consent.

Finally, two discussion groups were held with the people who 
had earlier participated in the individual interviews. The questions 

asked in both interviews and the discussion groups were related to 
the daily educational practices in the schools and the types of 
collaboration between the different agents involved in the teaching-
learning process (teachers, families, external professionals, etc.).

Information analysis procedures

Once the field notes and interviews were transcribed, the data 
was analyzed from a hermeneutical perspective (Fuster, 2019). For 
the analysis of this information, the data obtained from both 
observation and interviews was examined and a thematic content 
analysis was carried out using inductive-deductive categorization 
strategies (Leon and Montero, 2015). The Nvivo-12 software 
package was used to facilitate the analysis of the categories obtained.

Subsequently, the information gathered in different categories 
was organized by subject matter into different groupings, called 
dimensions, as shown in Table  1. These dimensions in turn 
coincide with the thematic content used in the interviews and 
observations (Rapley, 2014).

Additionally, a system of identification codes was used. To 
preserve anonymity, despite the fact that the participating 
education professionals had different roles (principal, head of 
studies, consultant, tutor, support teacher, etc.), we decided to 
identify all participants as either teachers (T) or students (S). The 
three schools were identified as Center A (CA), Center B (CB) and 

TABLE 1 Category system.

Dimensions Categories Indicators

Characteristics of 

the participating 

families

Systemic family 

context

Mental health problems, abuse, addictions, 

etc.

Precariousness and socioeconomic 

instability

Cultural impact 

of migrant 

families

Discrepancy 

regarding 

education criteria

Authoritarian 

discipline and use of 

physical punishment

Absenteeism

Repeated lateness

Cultural impact 

of migrant 

students

Discomfort at having left culture or 

origin

Ignorance about cultural origins

Indifference to origins

Relationship 

between families 

and school

Welcome and 

integration of 

families

Activities that promote the participation 

of families. Coeducational experiences

Frequent communication between 

families and teachers

Teacher 

responses

Naturalness

Reluctance

Characteristics 

of the relational 

style of teachers

Comradery

Attention to signs of risk

Coordination with external agents

Stress
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Center C (CC). Finally, the different tools through which the 
information was obtained were differentiated: D (field diary); 
I (interview) and G (discussion group).

Finally, the triangulation of information became very 
important. This involved the cross-comparison of theory, material 
compiled through interviews, observations and reflection by the 
authors (Aguilar and Barroso, 2015; Denzin and Lincoln, 2017; 
Buetow, 2019).

Results

The two areas addressed focus first on teacher’s perception of 
their student’s families and, secondly, their perspectives on the 
relationship between these families and the school. More 
specifically, the first area includes issues related to the systemic 
context in which migrant families are situated and the impact they 
see this having on them and their children at a cultural level. The 
second area, the relationship between families and schools, 
encompasses issues related to the reception of families, the 
response of teaching staff to diversity and the characteristics of the 
relational style of the teaching staff.

Teachers’ perceptions of their student’s 
families

A significant proportion of the participating children came 
from dysfunctional households. Thus, the specific systemic 
context of these families was conditioned by indicators related to 
mental health problems, abuse, addictions, etc.

The tutor approached me and conveyed her concern for a 
student, Andrés. She explained “he does nothing.” She added 
that he  had a tough situation at home: his mother was 
undergoing psychiatric treatment for depression. [T, CA, D]

In a quiet moment, the teacher gave me information about the 
class. She explained that two people had recently left and two 
new people, who were repeating the year, had just arrived: 
Ibrahim and one of the African girls, Johari. She explained 
that the girl’s mother had a restraining order against the father. 
She continued to give more information about the students. 
She told me about Henry. He was the second of three brothers 
and his mother attempted suicide when Henry was in 
preschool. [T, CB, D]

Relatedly, according to some of the people interviewed, the 
socioeconomic profile of the families in these schools was 
characterized by precariousness and socioeconomic instability. 
In general, the families with students enrolled in these schools 
faced economic difficulties. This can condition both 
educational styles and parenting models as well as children’s 
behavioral responses:

They are survivor families; they live one day at a time and they 
are just surviving. And that leaves its mark on their lifestyles 
and the educational style of each family. Their main concern 
is “what’s going to happen tomorrow?.” This also ends up 
being “school-bus school,” as they say. Today they live in this 
area, but Alokabide1 might allocate them a different flat and 
send them to Lakua or Bremen Street, so tomorrow they’ll 
be gone. Nobody handles uncertainty well, but if your life is 
already out of balance, uncertainty can sink you. In the end, 
the kids experience constant uncertainty at home and that 
doesn't help them. The reason isn’t that the families are… No, 
no… the reason is existential instability, that their lives in this 
society are in a fragile balance. [T, CC, G2]

It's the conditions, what surrounds them, it's very difficult. 
We have examples of single mothers who are at their absolute 
limit, that is, they do what they can, but it’s not easy. I think 
that at school the children are fine, they are taken care of, but 
the kids act out the fears that their families transmit to them 
in different ways. [T, CA, G1]

With respect to the existing ethnic-cultural diversity in these 
schools, some school staff pointed out the impact at a cultural level 
that both families and students experienced, especially 
immediately following their arrival. On some occasions, cultural 
elements of some families conflicted with the teaching and 
education criteria, value systems, discipline styles, etc. of 
the school.

In the school there is a large variety of families and also very 
different cultures. There are families from cultures that have 
very strict discipline at home, just like the discipline they used 
here in the '70s. For example, the Senegalese are very strict.… 
Punishment is used continually and the rules are very strict. 
The father above all is the one who has power at home, 
nobody stands against him. So, they come here, to a totally 
different context, they come into a society that is not governed 
by those norms. In class, for example, we  try dialog, 
emotions… that they talk to each other, reason… But it is not 
always easy with the families. [T, CA, G1]

Moreover, some collectives involved in the different 
educational communities repeatedly had difficulties with some 
families because they used physical punishment with 
their children.

The tutor explained to me that Khaled was a student with 
serious behavioral problems. Today there was an internal 
meeting to assess the case. The student teacher told me with a 
surprised tone that Khaled's father was very severe and always 

1 An organism of the Basque Government that manages public housing 

in the Basque Country.
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punished his son very harshly by, for example, making him 
stand against the wall with his arms open for hours. [T, CC, D]

Some teachers stated that repression exercised in the home 
could produce adverse effects on children’s behavior, such as in the 
example below.

For example, with Nigerian families there is a problem. At 
school the children go haywire, Nigerian children react very 
strongly. However, when they are with their families, when 
we have a meeting with the family and the child, the children 
do not even move, they do not breathe in front of their family. 
[T, CA, I1]

As the principal of one center states in the following except, 
another problem was school absenteeism:

Last year we had a very serious problem. One child didn’t 
come to class for the whole year and I had to do an absenteeism 
report and in the end the case was taken to the Prosecutor's 
Office. All this gets passed on to Social Services; things are not 
isolated. When something like this happens, it's usually a 
much bigger issue. The boy's family asked if he could change 
to another school, because he had said he was being bullied 
here. (…). I said that if it was better for him, then I was in 
favor of the change. And, well, now he is in another school and 
it seems that he is doing well. I am very happy. I think the 
change was good for him. [T, CA, I1]

Another important issue was the repeated lateness of some 
students, which could, in the opinion of teachers, also be  an 
indicator of another issue, such as family disorganization or lack 
of supervision by caregivers:

A new student, Aaron, joined the class late and asked in 
Spanish “Do we have a new teacher?” Nobody answered him. 
[S, CA, D]

Jasim joined the class late, but immediately started doing the 
activity. [S, CA, D]

Teacher’s perspectives on the 
relationship between families and 
schools

To promote truly inclusive education, the role played by 
schools is crucial, as schools are responsible for properly 
welcoming each family and respecting their idiosyncrasies.

We are the gateway to society for many families, many families 
have no other relationship with society than the one they have 
with us. So, we have to make sure that they feel comfortable 
here. After all, they are the future of our society. Nowadays, 

people here do not have children, and for society to move 
forward, families from other countries are necessary. And it’s 
also another opportunity to open doors, for them to get to 
know our culture, because if we don't, they probably won't 
have any other chance…. They should keep their culture, but 
we also have to maintain ours. [T, CA, I2]

Hence the importance that schools, and more especially learning 
communities, should place on their relationships with families by 
promoting activities that motivate their participation and 
involvement in the educational project. In these times in which a 
new school model is being constructed, more and more 
coeducational experiments are being carried out. In a large 
proportion of these projects, the participation of families is 
promoted, an issue that continues to be a challenge for these centers.

Our families have a an ISEC level2 that is even lower than it was 
seven years ago. The disadvantages families confront are 
becoming more and more marked. So, it is a continuous struggle 
that these families end up integrating into the school and the 
neighborhood. Yes, things are being achieved, families are 
increasingly participating in school activities. All this is thanks 
to the fact that there is a human team behind it, the commitment 
of the teachers is amazing, and goes far beyond just being a job. 
Otherwise… it would be impossible! [T, CC, G2]

One of the main purposes of these activities was to educate 
through the active participation of families and students, 
preparing them in turn to live in community under the principles 
and values of equality, respect for diversity, cooperation and 
justice (Saldaña, 2018).

Every year, at the first parents and teachers meeting, I invite 
them [parents] to come to my class, for example, to play an 
instrument from their country or to sing a song, or whatever. 
This year no one has volunteered. Other years there has been 
some participation and parents have come to class and 
we have done things: sing lullabies, play an instrument, a song 
from their country that they like a lot. To share, in the end it’s 
all about sharing and listening to different things because it is 
always enriching. [T, CB, I11]

To achieve this, frequent communication between teachers 
and families is essential in order to promote children’s socio-
emotional development (Garreta-Bochaca, 2015). It was common, 
for example, for teachers to take advantage of non-teaching 
moments, such as recess and the lunch hour, to hold meetings 
with families.

2 ISEC is the acronym for a socioeconomic and cultural indicator that 

brings together a variety of information from different sources about 

students’ family and social context, including their parents’ professions 

and level of education, family resources, etc.
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The tutor told me that on Wednesdays she is usually on duty 
in the courtyard, but that day she had asked to change with 
another teacher to meet with a student’s parents. [T, CA, D]

During lunch time, they [the homeroom teacher] took the 
opportunity to meet a new student’s parents for the first time. 
[T, CA, D]

To contact the families, it was common for teachers to 
communicate through their students (sending written notes) or 
through ICT (e-mail, the school online platform, etc.). Sometimes 
the initiative could also come from families:

The tutor told [the students] that he would send a note to their 
parents by Gmail. Namir said “my mother doesn't have 
Gmail”. [S, CC, D]

The tutor gave them a note to take home: an invitation to 
tomorrow's assembly. [S, CC, D]

With respect to the teachers’ responses to the ethnic-cultural 
diversity of their students, this was taken on naturally, recognizing 
that it is a consequence of the changes in our society caused 
by globalization:

I think it’s a reflection of life, I don't think this diversity is 
characteristic only of this school. I  think that diversity is 
characteristic of society and I’m not saying it’s negative. Most 
of these children were born here, what happens is that we still 
identify them as belonging to such and such a family because 
the family is from, I don't know what country, but most were 
born here, they were born in Vitoria. The families are from 
Africa, Nigeria, I also know that some are from Latin America, 
from Morocco, from Algeria, from Western Sahara. [T, CB, I3]

It is true that half are the children of migrants. This does not 
mean that these children weren’t born here. Most of them 
were born in Gasteiz, but the origin of their mothers and 
fathers or their cultural background is different. Most of all, 
we have [families] from Arab cultures and from Nigeria and 
then also from South America and from Burkina Faso, from 
Pakistan. But mostly, Arabs and Nigerians, apart from the 
Basques, are the most numerous. [T, CA, I2]

However, as reported in the interviews and discussion groups, 
for new staff members the initial reactions to this diversity were 
varied. This also depended on the prior experience and the origin 
of the individual teacher:

When I  arrived, it was from another world. I  came here 
straight from a school in a small town, where there were 17 
children in a class that included two year-levels because the 
limit is 18. They were all blond, white. So, of course, I arrived 
here to a very different reality, which is Vitoria, where there 

were hardly any white people in class. It was weird, it was 
difficult for me to situate myself and I doubted if this was a 
place where I really should be. [T, CA, G1]

The first time I taught here I felt a bit uncomfortable because 
of the diversity. But over time I came to realize that despite the 
fact that one family is from Pakistan and another from 
Colombia, at a sociocultural or socioeconomic level they are 
very similar to each other, whether they have social integration 
problems or not. [T, CC, G2]

In general, in all three centers, commitment to the educational 
project, as well as the camaraderie among the teachers, were the 
main pillars that sustained the relationships established in the 
schools. It was common for teachers to take on roles and 
responsibilities that went beyond their job descriptions, 
prioritizing values such as camaraderie:

About the work environment with colleagues, I, for example, 
tell everyone in this school that I’ve never seen management 
put itself up here [above the teachers]. And I've been in a lot 
of schools that, well, management… “and that’s how it is 
because I say so and that's it” and I, for example, haven’t seen 
anything like that and that for me is at least one point in favor. 
Having the school leadership on your side. [T, CC, G2]

I chose this school because when I worked here as a relief 
teacher, I felt very welcome and, well, that left a big impression, 
a very positive impression on me and that's why I wanted to 
come to this school. I have felt very very welcomed, by my 
colleagues and by the last school leadership team. [T, CA, G1]

The teaching staff identified a constant necessity to respond 
urgently to the needs of their students. They noticed different 
signals that provided them with information about the well-being 
of their students in order to determine if alternative, more 
specialized approaches were necessary and, in the most serious 
cases, contacted Social Services for assistance:

The tutor told me that she was also worried about another 
student, Sonia. This girl had very noticeable dark circles 
around her eyes. She told me that tomorrow she had a meeting 
with the mother and added; “She has a Brigitte-esque style 
rage.” She also showed me some drawings she had on her desk 
drawn by Andrés. They were very aggressive drawings in 
which there were robots instead of people. [T, AC, D]

Ziad is still very serious and doesn't talk to anyone either. The 
tutor explained to me that it wasn’t the first time something 
had happened and that, on another occasion, the minor had 
accessed a page with pornographic content and that is why 
they [his classmates] made fun of him. She explained to me 
that teachers often checked everyone's browsing history, to 
know what they were searching for. [T, CC, D]
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Schools frequently carried out work in ongoing coordination 
with external agents (Social Services, associations…) in order to 
be able to gather information that facilitated relationships with 
both students and families.

I think there are many behavioral problems, increasingly 
serious behaviors. Behind those behaviors… there is baggage. 
Those children have baggage and have suffered terribly. Yes, at 
the time we say: because this child, look what they did, they 
hit the teacher, they did this, but you  see a child who is 
devastated. We follow up with them, with Social Services, with 
the families… Many of them are in supervised 
accommodation… [T, CA, I1]

We coordinate with external agents. If you belong to or have 
a relationship with an association or collective, the Afro-
American or Gau Lacho Drom….3 Well, we also get in touch 
with them to see if the family situation is still ok or if 
something has changed. [T, CC, G2]

However, this alarming state of affairs generated discomfort 
and concern for teaching staff. Being fed up, fatigue and stress 
seemed to be the most frequent and sustained consequences over 
time. One of the direct repercussions of work overload and the 
bureaucratization of the system was stress:

We usually take a lot of work home. More than anything, 
we  have a lot going on in our heads. I  quite often talk to 
teachers who suffer from stress, who don’t sleep and I include 
myself among them. [T, CB, E11]

I talked briefly with the consultant and she explained to me 
that she was going to take some days off because she needed 
it. She talked about the stress she was under and added, “I just 
can't do everything I’m supposed to.” [T, CB, D]

Discussion and conclusions

This paper has analyzed and shared teachers’ perspectives on 
family-school relationships. In general terms, it contributes to the 
promotion of social justice in education, and schools which are 
genuinely for all (Echeita, 2018; Corres-Medrano et al., 2022). 
Specifically, by using an ethnographic research approach, we have 
sought to build knowledge through the participants by identifying 
and highlighting the practices and experiences of teachers that 
promote the participation of families.

As detailed in the emergent categories obtained, schools 
themselves condition the participation of families, especially 
more vulnerable families, to a significant degree, and this has 

3 Gau Lacho Drom is a Roma association in Vitoria-Gasteiz offering 

specialized services to its community.

repercussions on children’s socio-emotional development. In 
the three schools addressed in the study, teachers recognized 
that families had a lot to contribute to the teaching-
learning process.

This study has focused on ways in which schools welcome 
new families. The existing literature (Nusche, 2009; Bernardi and 
Cebolla, 2014; Moreno, 2017; Arnaiz and Parrilla, 2019; Ceballos 
and Saiz, 2021, among others) argues that the participation of 
families in schools is a key element in teaching and learning 
processes and, consequently, in student’s socio-emotional 
development. Moreover, in the current era of globalization, the 
need to create educational networks based on collaborative and 
trusting relationships between all the actors participating in 
schools, where families, students and teachers interact, has 
become more evident than ever (Santizo, 2011; Carneros and 
Murillo, 2017).

We focused on three public schools affected by school 
segregation that, in order to manage the ethnic-cultural 
diversity of the families in their school communities and 
promote the social inclusion of all their students, demonstrated 
a special sensitivity to collaboration with families. As was 
shown in the interviews, schools were important as spaces that 
promoted interpersonal relationships, and this was contingent 
on a positive vision of ethical-cultural diversity. Participants 
provided information related to the importance of educational 
practices from an inclusive perspective. An essential 
prerequisite to guarantee a real inclusion of migrant children 
in a way that responds to their basic needs and rights is that 
their families feel welcomed by schools (Simón and Barrios, 
2019). Teacher-family collaboration is therefore indispensable 
to support children to achieve their maximum potential 
(Martínez-Garrido and Murillo, 2016).

In the three schools analyzed, constructive relationships 
between families and school were considered very important and 
necessary. In this sense, the three participating schools all 
understood that carrying out educational projects demands that 
families participate in the initiatives. The work carried out by one 
of the centers, considered a learning community, stands out. In its 
educational project it also recognized the primary role of 
neighborhood associations, neighborhood social services, cultural 
and social groups, etc. It considered that including all the agents 
participating in the community was the true guarantee of a real 
inclusion of migrant children and their families.

Another issue that teachers recognized was that of their 
involvement, not only professionally but personally, in school 
projects. A political commitment by staff can promote 
relationships with families and their participation in the 
day-to-day running of the school, which in turn enriches the 
teaching process (Vigo and Deste, 2017).

Teachers’ contributions emphasized issues such as the need 
for training adapted to the specific needs of their schools and for 
a critical and reflective attitude about professional practice. This 
critical reflection on professional practice can form part of 
teachers’ professional development (Vigo et al., 2016).
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As has been stated repeatedly in this work, the results show 
that the segregation characteristic of the participating schools 
does not favor the inclusion of migrant children or the 
participation of families. Despite good intentions and political 
will, today the concentration of the most socially vulnerable 
children in certain schools continues to occur, a fact that 
violates their right to participate on equal terms (Echeita and 
Ainscow, 2011; Messiou, 2019). For these reasons, it is 
necessary to take a step beyond schools and families. As one of 
participating centers also clearly identified, the results of this 
paper once again highlight the need to recognize the 
fundamental role of all the agents involved in the community 
to which a school belongs (Flecha and García-Yeste, 2004). For 
this reason, there is an urgent need to build channels of 
communication and relationships between the community, 
families and schools in order to guarantee the fulfillment of the 
rights of all children, but particularly migrant children 
(Etxebarria and Sagastume, 2013; Hernández-Hernández 
et al., 2021).

One of the main limitations of this study was due to the 
outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, as not all the people who 
initially participated in the observation sessions and individual 
interviews participated in the discussion groups held later. During 
the second phase of the research, one of the schools declined the 
invitation to participate in focus groups, stating that staff were 
overwhelmed by the process of adaptation to post-pandemic 
reality. In addition, due to the passage of time and the instability 
characteristic of employment in public schools in the Basque 
Country, many people who participated in the initial phases of 
this research were no longer working at the centers involved in the 
research. The possible effects caused by the Covid-19 pandemic, 
especially on disadvantaged families, would be a valuable topic for 
further research.

On the other hand, while the research presented here is part 
of a larger school ethnography focused mainly on the impact of 
school segregation on the socio-emotional development of 
children at risk, the non-inclusion of families in this paper is 
another limitation that must be  recognized. Not including 
families’ perspectives may have led to a certain bias in the 
interpretation of the results. Relatedly, not assessing the possible 
impact of language barriers on families’ participation must 
be considered another limitation. Therefore, with respect to future 
extension of this research, the perspectives of both families and 
schools should be taken into account. This would involve adapting 
to and taking into consideration the impact of linguistic barriers 
both in terms of analysis and at the practical level of 
conducting interviews.

In short, we believe that the contributions made by this 
paper form a useful basis for future projects aimed at teacher 
training to improve professional practice, especially for staff 
working in public schools with high levels of segregation. The 
results show that a great deal of work is still being done on how 
schools can welcome new students and their families in a way 
that favors the inclusion of more vulnerable students. However, 

they also show that responses made from an inclusive 
perspective are subject to individual idiosyncrasies and the 
particular educational project of each school. In other words, 
there does not seem to be a common position regarding the 
inclusion of families in the response of schools with an 
inclusive approach. Therefore, it is concluded that further 
changes must still be  made in the educational system to 
promote academic success and guarantee the real social 
inclusion of all students and their families and in all schools 
(Ahad and Benton, 2018).
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