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                                                            COMENIUS PARTNERSHIPS                                                                              

AIPI – partners in inclusive education

The AIPI Association was born in 2001. We operate within the Scuola di Pace from 2002, and we have been an active partner in its official founding, signing the formal contract between the 5 associations involved, and Quartiere Savena government.

By signing the contract with the five associations, Quartiere Savena agreed to dedicate part of the building, which is the floor where we actually are,  to peace education actions. It was a very important step in the whole local policy of Bologna city government, and in Italy as a whole. 

Let me now briefly introduce you the origin of AIPI Association. 

The nucleus of what was to be the A.I.P.I Association has been working between 1995 and 2001 directly within the municipality of Bologna on issues concerning multicultural society. Due to national policies facing the increased international migration trend, Bologna has been one of the first cities in Italy attempting to give a real answer to a relatively new phenomenon in town: the everyday arrival to Bologna school of children coming from different cultural backgrounds, sometimes refugees coming from countries where they had experienced war, countries that teachers and local children sometimes could hardly locate on the world map. 

After the first Immigration Law, the so called Martelli Law, dating 28th February 1990  (L. 39/90), we have had so far two more legal documents regulating immigration on a national basis: the so called Turco-Napolitano Law, dating 6th march 1998 (L. 40/1998), and the so called Bossi-Fini Law in 2002 (L. 189/02), which is currently enforced, and which modified the former L. 40/98. 

Bologna city government has always had a special concern for the newcomers, especially for children and their families. In the 90s AIPI took directly part in the city government project called Polo Interetnico, a project where we worked in many Bologna schools (mainly primary and junior high), directly inside the schools, and in a youth centre in curricular and extracurricular time (afternoon, weekends, summer holidays). The Project was carried on by the social service of the city government, and the City immigration office was the main reference point. After year 2000, following the new policy of City administration, the professionals that had been working in the “Polo Interetnico Project” converged into a new form of organization, founding the Intercultural Association A.I.P.I.

From that moment on, we have acted as a civil force with a strong link both to the local society, and to local government institutions, cooperating in the process towards the development of educational actions, for both native and foreign subjects. 

From the beginning, our methodology in facing Youth educational work has always been focused on a close partnership with local schools, Youth Centres, other associations in town, NGOs, Multicultural Centres. Muticultural Centers have come up in Bologna and all over Italy from the and of the 90s, thanks also to the immigration policy of those years.  In Bologna today, besides the Peace School, there are other multicultural centre, like the Massimo Zonarelli Multicultural Center, which is located in  a city district with a lot of reisdents of foreign residents, Quartiere San Donato. 

We strongly believe in the importance of  cooperation and common planning  with local government institutions of the social network (especially welfare, schooling, housing, and cultural offices) but also Charity associations, University, and other institutions in town. 

The main purpose of our work is to support schooling and socialization of youngsters with a different ethnic background through educational and recreational activities together with italian and foreign pupils. 

Our partecipation in the Scuola di pace from 2002 has enhanced our field of action, from an emergency level, to a structural bases, thanks also to the mutual exchange with the other subjects of the Peace School. 

Let me now try to give you an overall explanation of our main fields of action:

- Extracurricular activities for supporting migrant and native students in studying curricular subjects; 

-Italian second language teaching for newcomers;

-Assistance for families and schools regarding childrens’ schooling procedures, through the involvement of native language and non native language operators;

-Creative and recreational workshops in regular classes and in extracurricular hours, to empower the inter-communication among native and non native children;

- Orientation in scholastic and professional choices;

- Teacher training and training of professionals involved in migrant youth work.

1: Project wit Bologna City Council and Cd Lei (Intercultural Workshop Documentation Center): teaching of italian as a second language in primary and junior high school

The municipality of Bologna is still providing – from the 90s – a service to every single school in Bologna, to support non Italian speaker students in primary and junior schools to learn Italian language as fast as possible, respecting the principle of inclusiveness stated also by Italian law (i.e. L. 40/98). The main statement of this law is that every single child under the age of 18 has to be enrolled into the regular Italian school, with or without certifications of any sort, and in the same class according to their age compared to the Italian schooling system (for instance: a 9 year old child has to attend a 4rd grade, even if she/he is not scholarized in his/her own country).

In the first 20 years of commitment of the local institutions and social forces in the development of effective policies in the inclusion and education of foreign children and their families in Bologna society and schools,  we might be satisfied by the results in the protocols which have been adopted in primary and junior schools, but we have now to be more concerned about the higher and higher drop-out rate in the secondary schools among non native students. 

Schools, research centers all over Italy, and we among them, participated in the experimenting and implementation of effective inclusive schooling protocols. The situation nowadays, in primary and junior school, is at least clear, and our observation point allows us to consider a certain degree of effectivness and protocol stabilization in these two school orders, at least in the Bologna city area. Of course, in nowadays Italy many new problems have occurred, following the national policy in the last 5-6 years and the general cultural trend which has spread in the western countries after the 9/11 event: the general fear for people coming from countries of muslim religion, the anti-foreigners campaign carried on by Italian government parties, the dramatic limitation of funding of cultural and social action coming from the social networks, due to the international crisis, and from the Italian contingency. 

It is in this new context that we began to sistematiclly enhance  our 10 years experience in primary and junior high school, trying also to bring to the fore some themes we saw as specifically linked to secondary schooling system: the same students we had been working with in the last ten years, which sometimes is their entire school-life, would often fail when entering secondary schools, would often fail. As a result, we had to face a new dramatic problem: a drop-out rate increase among students of foreign origin, not necessarly correleted to their language proficiency. 

Centro Mauro Comellini

In the year 2002, to prevent the problems often arising  from the often traumatic transition from junior high school grade to secondary school, we started to search new solutions. This transition, which in Italy involves 13-14 year old students, is considered a very delicate moment in the development of individual personality, as a general issue, and it can lead to deep frustration in the psychology of teen-agers when they have to negotiate their growing years with so many realities changing around them: the self, family, friends, teachers, community rules…..

Our main extracurricular service which had been carried on from 1995, changed into a specific service for 13 to 18 year old teen-agers. The doposcuola project, till that moment had been funded by the Bologna City counsil, through a dedicated funding project on welfare issues (L. 285/97), but from 2001 it had become attached to a junior high school, Scuola Media Guinizelli, which acted as a central container for services towards not only its foreign students, or ex-students, but toward all the students, native and foreigners, including also those who had already been enrolled in the secondary school, and other youngsters of the same age coming from other schools in the city area. 

By the experience we had had in the last years, it appears obvious that the effectiveness of our after school (dopo scuola) action is deeper the stronger the link between the educators of extracurricular activities and the regular teachers in school. This is why we emphasize the involvement of secondary schools in educational programs and try to support the tridimensionality of the educational long-term project, to enhance the centrality of the student: 

School (schoolteachers – schoolmates – schoolkeepers)    
Family (parents in Italy/parents abroad - relatives in Italy/relatives abroad - minority community)        Social life (importance of a supporting, positive peer community, with strong adult reference points)

We strongly believe that the interaction between these elements is strongly needed for a successful educational program, especially when it involves youngsters of minority background.

The Comellini doposcuola center is still open today, and it offers:

- 2 courses on different levels in Italian as a second language (A and B level according to the European Framework)

- pair or small group homework  and study assistance together with a volunteer educator

- recreational, social and cultural events (labs, city visits, museum, cinema)

This project is directed to Junior-High School students and students in their first two years of High School, thus reaching beyond the legal boundary of minimum education requirements. It allows youngsters to have access to tutoring even in the difficult phases of adapting to High School; the same, by continuing their participation in after-school activities, become in due time valued councillors and role models for other Junior High School students (Peer Education). During the transitional phase, youngsters have the possibility of continued access to a «friendly place» where they meet with their old schoolmates from Junior High, and with several adults who act as reference points.

Of course, being this one of our major activities, it is worth having a look at the general organization, for which we have a 20 minutes video, documenting our activities in the last years. After this video I would like to answer to all your questions about the projects, so to aim my speech according to your specific interests. 

Video (20 minutes)

The educators involved in the associations are carefully selected:

- 2 senior educators, in charge of the organization, of the students-educator pairing work in the doposcuola

- a team of volunteer educators

 - a team of bilingual educators.

- supervisors

The senior educators are long-term members of AIPI, trained in cross-cultural education, or cross-cultural issues in general. Their work goes beyond the doposcuola time: during regular school hours they are involved in the same schools where the students are enrolled, as tutors, second language teachers, or as councilors for teacher in regular classes. 

Trained teachers of Italian as a second language: a team of 16 trained teachers of Italian as a second language work in the schools, both in curricular and in extracurricular hours. In the doposcuola there are 2 courses, with 2 levels, ne for newcomers, and one for A1-A2 level according to the European Framework for language teaching. This means that they have been in Italy for a period between 2 months and one year, depending from their native language, schooling history, individual choice. 

Those who are beyond A2 level study in a pair or small group with a volunteer educator, basicly doing their homeworks, preparing tests or programs linked with their regular class programs. 

In these years we developed a vast competence in teaching Italian as second language, and participated to national and international projects on second language teaching and teacher training programs, as trainers. 

The Emilia Romagna Region through the City office for migrants’ service funded us for the production of an audiovisual teacher training material which has been eventually published by a national publishing house, and now is distributed all over Italy by a national publisher. It is the result of a strict collaboration between our group and the University of Bologna.

In 2008 we produced teaching materials for Italian primary schools in Uruguay, involving one fourth grade class in Bologna.  We built the syllabus, and the students in the Bologna school acted out the plots. The transcript of their dramatic efforts are now the text on the book we built. 

About volunteer educators: who are they and why do they volunteer?

They are university students, high school students, school teachers still on duty, retired school teachers, common citizens. 

They attend a mini-course every year, before the beginning of the activities, just to be introduced to the working environment, and after a few weeks they begin a training process in which once every 3 or 4 weeks they can have an open collective confrontation with the rest of the team under the supervision of an expert. Of course, every day they have a briefing with the educators in charge. 

Here is an example of their initial training before the activities begin:

TEACHING METHODOLOGY

Generally, in order to support students, enhance their participation and create empathy, one should reflect the following attitude:

• cooperation, encouraging students to express themselves and accepting everyone’s individual personality;

• suspension of judgment, lack of prejudice;

• inviting active participation, in which students are the subjects of all activities;

• furthering the sincere and unhindered expression of personal opinions;

• making the students feel trusted, gratified, valued, «visible» and recognized;

• making the students feel that they are being listened to by competent people, at their own pace, and within their own spaces.

This comes from the training materials delivered in the course which has taken place at the beginning of November this year. 

It goes on about educational methodology:

EDUCATIONAL METHODOLOGY
The «M. Comellini Cultural Centre» is a meeting-place not just for different cultures and nationalities, but for educators sharing, within widely diverging roles, a common socio-educational project, thereby bringing about a community of actions.

As we can very well see, a particular stress is given to the relational aspect, and to the role of volunteer educators in promoting positive attitudes, in enhancing their listening and observation skills, and in studens support. It is a project of community building, where adults and students share rules, attitudes, commitments, cooperation, for the construction of a common set of values.  

The Romanian presence among our students is certainly important: as we can see from figures, the Romanian community is the most representative in Bologna, especially after Romania entered UE (2007). 

Romania and Italy do share common language roots, which makes it easy to relate to each-other’s linguistic systems. We share the same overall physical aspect, which makes it also easier to recognize one-another; we share a long history of commercial partnerships, that is, the families in both sides don’t feel their son’s schoolmate’s family as “very different”. Sometimes they share most of the religious beliefs, and it is easier for adults to communicate and exchange. 

For people who work in schools it is easy to develop a  positive prejudice towards Romanian students: they speak/write Italian better than Italians (a lot of words of latin origin used in Romanian are high register Italian words. Italian youngsters often recognize their meaning, but they don’t use them. )

Romanian boys and girls are very diligent: they study a lot, they like to praise teachers, they respect them a lot, and they like to be praised and to be respected. 

They seem to have a very solid scholarly bases when they come to Italy, and teacher appreciate their usually mild manners. 

But a few months after their arrival, they seem to be weaker than other teenagers students coming from other countries, and, even if at the beginning they seem to get higher achievements in shorter time, after some time, they tend to melt in the more unregulated parts of the group, and refuse control and rules from the adult world. 

This is the particular case of some teenage girls: they are very diligent, high achievers, have very positive school curricula from Romania, but after a few months, they tend to develop deviant manners, to dress in a very scanty way, often refusing their peer group. This attitudes affects also the schooling achievements, so that even if they start ahead of the game, the average success rate in schooling carreer is not much better than that of students coming from other cultural backgrounds with higher integration problems. 

Most of the students we are dealing with now have come here to reunite with parents – often just with their young mothers – after having spent the first part of their life with their grandparents or other relatives. It is very common to see in this students signs of the scars of the wounds that often the separation has opened in them, but what is also clear is that we, as educators should find a better way to allow them to take real benefit of that initial advantage, and not to let the advantage get lost in the folds of the typical difficulties which students of their age group, especially if coming from a different cultural background, can experience. 

This project gives us a precious chance to exchange experience with our Romanian collegues, and I think that our main aim should be the investigation on ways of strengthening the link in the triangulation  “school-family-society” - which helps building the individual in these delicate developing age; a way of strengthening it by creating a constructive continuous link between the land they left, the land of their emotional ties with the past, and the new land in which they are likely to build their future.  

Finally, let me briefly mention those students who come to Italy with special status: refugees, Romas, who are often out of school, or have very irregular schooling curricula.

In the last years Bologna has hosted some Roma camps, and some refugee families in houses or dedicated structures. 

Their children have often attended our doposcuola even before attending school, and we have attempted, together with the local government, to promote inclusive schooling for everybody.

In the year 2004 the Bologna city government has carried on a policy for hosting 300 people, some 40 families,  coming from Romania, most of them of Roma ethnic origin. After a long time in which they had been settled in an old building near Bologna station, with no schooling for children, and very scarce attention from the civil forces - a part from angry neighbours who didn’t show a very friendly attitude towards them, they have been settled in another building, a dismissed hospital, in Quartiere Savena, and this called us directly in the programming table as one of the many institutional subjects involved. 

Before that, we had taken part in the schooling process of youngsters in refugee camp which hosted Romas and no-Romas Bosnian refugees, together with Romas coming from all over central Europe area.

It is nevertheless a fact that after all these years our efforts have not met with much schooling success for Roma students. Only a very few of them get high school diploma, and these are very isolated cases.  

Together with teachers at school, we share the urge of carrying out an effective schooling policy, based on a real inclusive education, of building a net of social workers and educators dealing extensively with the Roma issue, an issue which in the past few years does nt normally come to the fore, but is very much alive in our schools and society. 

As I see it now, at the conclusion of my presentation, and as a proposal of our work for the next 2 years, I would like to express my interest in the investigation of these two issues:

- What instruments may be offered to Romanian teenagers to allow them to serenely face the transition from Romania to Italy, and put their competences to an optimal use; what is the best way in which they can exploit their initial advantage in the transition from one Romance language and culture to another similar one?

- What common strategies may we employ to in the process of fitting Roma students — a minority in every country — into the school system, in order to avoid the interruption of a learning process which is far too often stifled before they reach an adequate level of social and professional integration?

The last few years have seen a change in Italy's immigration patterns: immigrants tend to have more definite goals, and the age-bracket of foreign students in Italian schools is steadily expanding. Educational projects must seek to respond to these new realities, beyond stopgap and emergency measures. Long-term strategies must be thought out, as the number of years that foreign students spend in Italian schools steadily increases. Specifically, we are under the impression that - whereas primary and junior high schools seem to have taken quasi-sufficient measures to guarantee educational integration of foreigners (thanks also to specialized training courses made available in the recent past) - high schools are still striving to find the proper strategies for long-term education of young adults.

Local institutions, especially at the provincial and regional level, are aware of the change in progress in Bologna's social and educational makeup. AIPI is dedicated to establishing a set of priorities for inclusive education.
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