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AIPI: partners in inclusive education

Project Meeting – 3/5 December 2010

Sabrina Ardizzoni

AIPI Association was born in 2001, operating within the Scuola di Pace from 2002, and an active partner in its official funding signing the formal contract between the 5 associations involved, and Quartiere Savena government.

Signing the contract with the five associations, Quartiere Savena agreed to dedicate part of a building, a whole floor, to peace education actions. It was a very important step in the whole local policy of Bologna city government, and Italian 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 was active between 1993 and 2001 directly within the municipality of Bologna on issues concerning the 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. 

Starting the first Immigration Law in the modern Era, 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), modifying the former L. 40/98. 

Bologna city government has always had a special concern for the newcomers, especially for children and their families, and we have participated, at first directly within the city government itself, with a project named Polo Interetnico, working directly inside the schools, in curricular and extracurricular time. The Project was carried on by the social service of the city government, involving as main subject the immigration office. After year 2000, following the new policy of City administration, the professionals that had been working in the “Polo Interetnico Project” have been oriented toward a new form of organization, funding the Intercultural Association A.I.P.I.

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

From the beginning, our methodology in facing Youth educational work has always been such as every action had to be developed and co-ordinated in collaboration with local schools, Youth Centres already active on a local bases, other associations in town, NGOs, Multicultural Centres coming up thanks to the new immigration policies (nowadays beside the Scuola di Pace we have another multicultural centre in another Quartiere in Bologna, the Multicultural Centre Massimo Zonarelli. The area of Quartiere San Donato is one of the most populated by citizens of foreign origin.). 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 with italian and foreign pupils. 

Our partecipation in the Scuola di pace 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 the newcomers;

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

-Creative and recreational workshops in regular classes and in extracurricular time, 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.

Our work with Istituto Rosa Luxemburg started at first in 1999. In 2003 we had been invited to work with a group of 5 foreign students, just arrived from their countries (China, Nigeria, Morocco, Romania, Madagascar), during curricular time, and a group of students of different origin, in extracurricular time, to work sistematically on studying methodologies. Meanwhile, we proposed to organize also other activities, in the regular classrooms, together with the regular teacher, like cultural activities integrating the classroom curriculum. This experience never stopped, and in 2006 it begun to be supported by a very important fundraiser, a bank-foundation which decided to support with a 3 year project 11 secondary schools (now 15) in Bologna city area and in the Province, providing a consistent amount of money (3 billion euros in 3 years) to experiment and sustain secondary schools in the education of second generation student.

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. 

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).

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 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 9/11 incident: the general fear towards 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, coming both from the international crisis, and from the Italian contingency. 

It is in this new context that we began a systematic work in secondary schools, to implement our experience we’d had in 10 years work in primary and junior school, trying also face some themes we saw as specifically linked to secondary schooling system: the drop-out rate increase among students of foreign origin, not necessary depending on their language proficiency. 

In the year 2002, to prevent the problems we had noticed likely to arise from the often traumatic transition from junior high school grade to secondary school, we started to search new ways of cooperation. This passage, 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 we had been carried on from 1995 changed into a specific service for 13 to 18 year old teen-ageers. The doposcuola project, till that moment had been funded by central government, with a dedicated funding project on welfare issues (L. 285/97), but from 2001 it had entered a more local reality, rooting itself inside a junior high school, Scuola Media Guinizelli, which acted as a central container for services towards not only her foreign students, or ex-students, but toward all the students, native, 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. 

It is evident that the effectiveness of our doposcuola action is deeper the stronger is the link between the educators of extracurricular actions and the regular teachers in school. This is why we emphasize the involvement of secondary schools in educational programs and we 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, 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)

The educators involved in the associations are carefully selected:

- 2 main educators, taking care of the organization, of the students-educator pairing work in the doposcuola

- a team of volunteer educators

 - a team of bilingual educators.

The main educators are long-term collaborators of the association, trained in cross-cultural education, or cross-cultural issues in general. Their work goes beyond the doposcuola time: during schooling time they are involved in the schools where the students are enrolled, as tutor teachers, second language teachers, or for the counseling with the 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 time and in extracurricular time. 

In these years we developed a wide competence in teaching Italian as second language, and participated to national and international projects on second language teaching and teacher training programs, as trainers. We produced, funded by Emilia Romagna Region through migrant service in the municipality of Bologna, a teacher training audiovisual material which has been published by a national publishing house, now distributed all over Italy. It is the result of a strict collaboration between our group and the University of Bologna.

In 2008 we produced a teaching material for italian primary schools in Uruguay, involving one fourth grade class in Bologna.  We built the syllabus, and the students in italian school played the plots. The transcript of their dramas 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, civil society members. 

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 with 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.
…………

This calls for a process of education throughout community, within which ties, obbligations, reciprocal interactions, and responsibilities are formed and established. Without a community, whithout a sharing of obligations, any educational activity, inasmuch as it proposes unsubstantiated rules and models, would be quite meaningless.

The general rule is: respect the modes of communication relevant to each and every learning environment.
Peer education: 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.

..............

Peer education thus becomes a training-ground for making choices, thus going beyond a mere strategy to allay uneasiness and frustration. Education among peers has the power to enhance, on the one hand, self-assurance and the emergence of a respected individual dimension, and, on the other, the capacity of peer groups to engender differentiation, together with the experiences that come about within them. Interaction is characterized by symmetry and complementarity, as that which creates a strong feeling of sharing and participation. In this perspective, the role of the adult ecucator is that of catalyzing the educational process by helping youngsters’ initiative and resources emerge, and subsequently supporting their development.

As we can very well see, a particular stress is given to the relational aspect, and to the role of volunteer educators in promoting good attitudes, in enhancing listening and supporting of the students. It is a project of community construction, where adult and students share rules, attitudes, commitments, cooperation, for the construction of a common set of values.  

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

Romania and Italy do share a common language root, which makes it easy to enter into each-other linguistic system. For people who work in schools it is easy to work with 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 are very kind towards teachers, they respect them a lot, and they like to be praised, to be respected. 

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

But in these years we experience many school failures, also among Romanian students, and even if at the beginning they seem to get higher achievement in shorter time, after some time, they often tend to melt in the more unregulated parts of the group, and refuse control and rules from the adult world. 

These attitudes affects also the schooling achievements, so that even if they start ahead of the game, the average success rate in schooling career is not much better than that of students coming from other cultural backgrounds with  bigger integration problems. 

Most of the students we are dealing with now have come here to reunite with parents – often just with their young mother – 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 their initial advantage. 

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.  

At last, let me mention briefly those students who come to Italy with special status: refugees, Roma, who are often left out of schools, or have very irregular schooling curricula.

Bologna hosts some Roma camps, and some refugee families in houses or dedicated structures. 

Their children have often attended our dopo-scuola even before attending school, and we have contributed, together with the local government institutions in charge, to promote inclusive schooling for everybody.

It is nevertheless a fact that after all these years we do not assist to a real schooling success for Gipsy students. Only a very few of them get to a higher school diploma, and they are very isolated cases.  

Together with the teachers at school, we share the urge of carrying on an effective schooling policy, based on a real inclusive education, to build a net of social workers and educators dealing extensively with the gipsy issue, which in the last years is not often coming up, but which 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 in these 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 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?
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