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Empirical Research (Fieldwork)

The analysis presented in this Chapter is prevailingly based on the fieldwork conducted
by means of an online questionnaire, including multiple choice and open-ended
questions, prepared in the frame of the MECEC+ Project.

The respondents encompassed by the research are all members of educational services
personnel employed by Florence-based ARCA Cooperative (Arca Cooperativa Sociale):
most of the interviewed are operating in Florence and surroundings, as well as in other
Tuscan realities, such as Livorno, Borgo S. Lorenzo, Montelupo, Forte dei Marmi, Elba,
Reggello, Cerbaia, Fucecchio, Vinci, Sesto Fiorentino, Serravalle, Vicchio, etc.

The sample of 101 educational workers (early childhood educators and coordinators)
who answered the questionnaire offers sufficient data to draw a number of research
findings, and to formulate relevant conclusions and recommendations.

1) Educator - A professional profile (starting from personal data)

A set of initial questions interested in gathering a general outline of the educational
workers, employed in the services run by ARCA Cooperative, and contacted for the
purposes of the research, comprises: their role inside the service, length of service (in
years), age, marital status, sex, and qualifications.

As for the first aspect, 99% of our respondents have a role of educator (both female and
male), and one was coordinator (female).

Looking at the length of their service (in years), a rather regular distribution of
educators recently or less recently employed can be observed (27,7% : 0-5 years, 25,7%
: 6-10 years, 24,8% : 11-16 years); a lesser number of educators have been employed
for longer (12,9% : 17-20 years), and “only” 7% - for more than 20 years (7% : over 20
years).

In terms of age, the majority (over 60%) of educators are included in two age groups
between: 18-40 years (18-30, 31-40).

The categories of their marital status are also rather regular, namely: 36,6% of
respondents are married, 29,7% - are cohabiting without being married (cohabitants),
while the remaining 28,7% are single.

The most “crushing” finding regards the sex category: 95% of early childhood educators
interviewed for the purposes of the MECEC+ Project are female.

In conclusion, with no possibility to generalise, an average early childhood educator, a
“model” educator, coming out from the sample, would be 18-40 years old, working in a
time period between 0-16 years, variously defined by marital status, and definitely
female.

Most of educational workers (73,3%) believe to be a go-to person for families
(including for CIRRF families) (yes); 13,9% of them think not to be (no); while a small
percentage (3%) state to not know about, or have no experience (2%).



2) Initial Training - Qualifications

The domain of professional qualifications obtained through initial training offers a
rather heterogeneous picture: most of interviewees (38,6%) hold a degree in Pedagogy,
Educational Sciences, Childhood Studies, or equivalent fields. Still remarkable (16,8%) is
the section of professionals holding a diploma in Management of early childhood
services, followed by 10,9% of educational workers having a diploma in Primary
education (primary school teachers), obtained by 2001-02. The remaining two
categories — namely diploma in Social psycho-pedagogical education, and degree in
Psychology - are shared by 7 (6,9)% each.

3) Knowledge (awareness) of educational personnel about plurality-diversity

The presentday societies are characterised by an increasing both linguistic and
cultural plurality, added by various forms of diversity (internal external, imported,
etc.). The two main questions (13 and 14), interested in exploring the knowledge and
awareness of educational personnel about cultural, linguistic, or else diversity and
plurality, have brought about interesting findings on the topic.

As for the awareness of educational services personnel about this “plurality”, most
interviewees (77,2%) maintain that their services and corresponding personnel are
aware (yes), but not sufficiently; the following 14 (13,9)% answered positively to the
question (yes), whereas 9 (8,9)% believe the opposite (no) - that there is no sufficient
awareness of social, cultural and linguistic plurality of present-day societies.

In terms of possible repercussions (problems) on management and organisation of
early childhood education services (quest. 14), potentially created by this pluralism, the
opinions are halved, as 48 (47,5)% answered “not much (a little)”, and other 42 (41,6)%
- “yes, quite enough”; to these answers should be added 10 (9,9)% of educational
workers who see no “problems” (not at all), and one (1%) perceiving a lot of them (yes,
a lot).

The question (20) - has the presence of CIRRF implied changes in organising and
managing your way of working? - met analogous reactions: while 68 (67,3)% answer
“no”, and another 17 (16,8)% answer that they had to review their programmes and
educational methods partially, some respondents reiterate (beginning from the quest.
19) that “there are no CIRRF [in their service(s)]”, “there have never been CIRRF”", “there
has been no need [of changes].

Delving into the bulk of factors and reasons underlying, if ever (“yes” answers), the
problems of management and organisation of early childhood education services, the
follbwing would be - in the opinion of the interviewed - the most critical issues:
language is seen as the main issue by most of them (78,2%, language difficulties); still
many (62,4%), a segment of the interviewed “blame” the culture (cultural difficulties),
or integration (52,5%, integration difficulties); a lesser number of educators (18,8%)
identify religion (religious difficulties), or - finally - economy (15,8%, economic
difficulties) to be the main reasons for a difficult management of diversity in early
childhood services.

It is evident that an approach seeing culture and integration as variables deciding
inclusion-exclusion mechanisms into a mainstream social context is the major one.



e Another - rather obvious - point is that the idea of “diversity” is basically associated to
that of “foreigner” as a “different” par excellence, an “importer of diversity”; the main
aspect is that the inner diversity is being forgotten meanwhile.

4) Knowledge of educational personnel about immigrant, refugee and Roma families

as service users

e The research was specifically interested in knowing the involvement of educational
personnel with immigrant, refugee, and Roma families, as main categories perceived as
“different”. In this domain, more than half of the interviewed (57,4%) answered to be
not much (a little), or not at all (14,9%) familiar with the condition of immigrant,
refugee, and/or Roma families present in the territory they are working in; 25,7% of
them maintain to be quite aware of their conditions, instead.

e In front of such a situation, it is interesting to observe that a half of the personnel
interviewed (49,5%) believe to be aware of the CIRRF parents' needs, though not
sufficiently (yes, but not sufficiently); another half (46,5%) answered not to be aware,
and a small portion (4%) had no lacks in this regard, feeling to be (“yes” answer) aware
of their needs.

e Being prejudice one of the main exclusion mechanisms, the educators were asked about
discrimination of children (CIRRF) and their families: most part of them (62,4%) think
that CIRRF and their families are victims of prejudices quite enough, and another
quarter (25,7%) confirms this attitude more convincedly (yes, a lot); some 11 (10,9)%
believe that the prejudice is not much a problem, and one (1%) maintains that they are
not victims of prejudices.

e Regarding the attitude towards educational services, the educators were asked whether,
CIRRF come willingly to the nursery: in their opinion they do (39,6% quite enough,
37,6%, yes, a lot); much less educators notice a kind of a low degree of inclination to
attend the nursery service they are working in (19,8%, not much/a little), or even a total
refusal (3%, no).

e The question N° 12, allowing more than one answer, was interested in educators'
feelings with regard to the presence of CIRRF (How do you feel about a strong presence
of CIRRF?). Before proceeding with analysis, it is important to point out that this is one
of few questions not being answered by the totality of the interviewed (99, out of 101,
persons answered). More than a half (64,6%) opted for feeling involved humanly in
regard of CIRRF attending their services; a half (46,5%) feels involved professionally,
whereas some 21 (21,2)% feel good about it; interestingly, “only” 15 (15,2)% feel
inadequate (incompetent) in this regard, to some 6 (6,1)% it is indifferent, and 4% feel
uncomfortable.

5) Knowledge of educational personnel about interculturality in a multicultural

society

e Interestingly, some 17 (16,8)% of the interviewed state that they had (yes)
opportunities to enhance their intercultural knowledge and related issues during
their initial training, while more than a half (57,4%) had partial opportunities to do so
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(ves, but only partially); on the contrary, around 25 (24,8)% had not such opportunities
at all and one (1%) says that it was too little and not adequately meeting the real needs.

It seems even less possible to enhance one's intercultural knowledge during in-
service training: around 12 (11,9)% had (yes) such an opportunity, and 45,5% had it
only partially; much higher the figures (40,6%) of those who had not such
opportunities at all, while 2% had them, but not much (a little).

Interaction. Being these the results of their initial and in-service training, a number of
educators expressed their need of intercultural skills necessary for an effective
interaction with CIRRF and their families: some 69 (68,3)% feel like having no
necessary intercultural skills, hence feeling the need of; almost 18 (17,8)% feel like
having these skills (yes), although they do not consider it necessary to have specific skills
in this regard; 14 (13,9)% do have them (yes); finally, no one answered negatively to
this professional need (no, and I do not feel the need of).

Reception. Regarding the necessary intercultural and educational tools for
receiving children from immigrant, refugee and Roma families (CIRRF), and their
families, only few educators (4%) maintain to have them (yes), another 68,3% feel like
having them (yes), but not sufficiently, whereas 24,8% feel like having no these tools.
Gripping some individual answers: one person writes that a training would be needed,
although s/he “believes that 'receiving [welcoming]' is inherent in every educator”, which
would be (we may deduce) in contrast with a need of training (sic!); another analogous
answer, was that s/he (another person) had the said intercultural and educational tools
“as a personal sensitivity, [which is] not much shared.”

In light of these facts, most of the interviewed state to have need for an intercultural
training that could help them better meet the needs of CIRRF: 59 (58,4)% - quite
enough, and 27 (26,7)% - a lot; some 14 (13,9)% have not much (a little) need for an
intercultural training, and one (1%) does not feel this need at all

The areas in which they do feel a particular lack of intercultural skills to manage them
better are: daily routines (change, sleep, lunch, etc.) (39,6%), structured activities
(24,8%), and free play (6,9%). Several among educators feel the need to add something
more (“other”): among their statements, the most recurrent was that they “feel the
need for an intercultural training” (cc 17%) in relationship with families (parents), i.e.
in management of relationships with them.

The concluding question (30) is interested in knowing whether educators feel the need
for a specific training on diversity in general that could help them better meet the
needs of children and their parents? The majority of them strongly affirm that need
(47,5% - yes, quite enough, 34,7% - yes, a lot), some 12,9% feel a little need of such a
specific training, while 5% do not need it at all.

Accordingly, educational personnel working in early childhood services do need training
(university courses, in-service training, updating and follow-up courses, etc.) in
intercultural education with particular attention to approaches, methodologies, and
techniques to apply while interacting with children coming from “different” social,
cultural, linguistic, or else backgrounds, and with the related families and communities.
Along with this view to the “outside”, the awareness of culture and diversity as every
one's human capital, starting from one's own culture and diversity, should be a
prerequisite for building up a constructive both pedagogical and intercultural
environment.



6) Fostering interculturality - Activities promoted by educational services

e Surprisingly, a half of the interviewed (50,5%) state that their educational service has
not introduced anything new in terms of promoting and implementing specific
projects aimed at fostering interculturality; a quarter (25,7%) informs (yes) that
their educational service has implemented intercultural programmes and activities,
but only occasionally, and some 13 (12,9)% affirm that it takes intercultural dimension
into account throughout its activities.

e We are in the middle of the questionnaire (quest. 19), and some respondents start
dodging further answering by offering indicative statements that “there were no such
cases in our service”, “there are few children of [this or that category]”, “there was no need
of it’, have been expressed by several educators: by doing so, they imply that
intercultural activities regard only and exclusively foreign or minority children, and that,

without them, there is no need to promote and implement specific intercultural actions.

e Relationships. According to the findings gathered with regard to the relationships
between autochthonous children and CIRREF, the situation seems to be satisfactory:
41 (40,6)% - excellent; 35 (34,7)% - good; 14 (13,9)% - fairly good; and 6 (5,9)% -
indifferent. Rather similar the answers regarding the relationships between
autochthonous and CIRRF families, namely: 40% - fairly good; 24% - indifferent;
20% - good; and 1% - excellent.

e As far as difficulties in the relationship between educators and CIRRF families are
concerned, the results are less promising: a half (50%) says “yes, on both sides”; a
quarter (26%) believes that difficulties do exist, being mainly felt by families, whereas
4% believe that existing difficulties are mainly felt by educators; finally, according to a
fifth (21%), there are no difficulties in the relationship between educators and CIRRF
families.

e Where relational difficulties are felt, the actions that could improve the relationship
between educational services (educators) and CIRRF families should - according to
the interviewed - be preferably aimed at arranging (group and individual) meetings:
reflection meetings on the most significant educational issues (42%), meetings among
parents (37%), meetings aimed at facing specific problems of each class (9%), including
systematic individual parent-teacher talks (25%). Aside from the answers offered by the
questionnaire, some respondents added: meetings aimed at combating judgements and
prejudices; improving communication; organising intercultural events with the
participations of everyone (children, parents, grandparents, educators); cultural
mediation; translating documents and information.

e In most cases (88%), services do not organise meetings and intercultural training
courses for families; rare the affirmative answers (10% - yes, sometimes, 2% - yes,
often).

e According to their experience, educators evaluate - by using the grid offered in the
questionnaire - the participation of CIRRF parents and the level of their attending
meetings organised by childhood services and schools: meetings (in their general
official meaning) seem to be less attended than the events defined as parties & festivities.
As emerges from the interviews, meetings are in most cases “rarely” attended (58,00%),
“usually” to a certain extent (34,00%), while “never” (5,00%) and “always” (3,00%)
prove to be rare results; although seemingly preferred (in absolute terms), the
attendance of parties & festivities offers split results, namely: “usually” (44,00%) and
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(opposite) “rarely” (43,00%) are the most frequent answers, while “always” (10,00%)
and “never” (4,00%) occur much less.

And why would, in the opinion of educators, parents do not attend or attend such
events only rarely (reasons)? In most cases (33%) they would like to, but their work
prevents them from participating; a third of answerers (27%) blame language as several
parents do not understand Italian well; in some cases (21%), it seems to be a lack of
interest as they do not consider it important to participate in such events; in other cases
(16%), they do not attend or attend rarely being parental involvement in this kind of
events not a common practice in the respective countries of origin; finally, some parents
feel uncomfortable: mostly in the presence of other parents (19%), and only rarely in
the presence of educators (2%), as stated by the interviewed.

The idea that it would be important to translate the documentation and information
sent by educational services to families into the languages of CIRRF parents, but
“we have no resources to do it”, is shared by 75,2% of the respondents, added by 4%
confirming the need (with no further remarks), and 2% stating that it has already been
translated in their service; finally, according to some 7%, there is no need of translation.

Educators generally think that there is a need for a linguistic-cultural mediation
service (sometimes necessary - 80,2%, or always - 17,8%); only 2% believe it is not
necessary (never).

Specific diets are already an integral part of nursery and school life in many educational
contexts: in fact, the position of educational services on specific diets required by
some parents for their children (for religious or other reasons) is generally
favourable. Accordingly, almost all of the interviewed educational workers (91,1%)
affirm that their services accept requests for specific diets if required by parents (for
religious or other reasons) being it a right of both children and their families; some 4%
state that their services accept such requests so as to allow all children to learn about
different tastes and traditions.

7) Gender

Educational services, and especially early childhood education services, are a highly
gendered space: such a statement relies on a basic fact that most of educators and
coordinators working in the scope of these services are women - meaning that they
represent, not only a space, but also a gendered profession.

Educational workers contacted for the purposes of the MECEC+ research were asked
about their experience with children of same-sex parents (Have you ever had children
of same-sex parents in your section/class?): according to the answers, most of them
(88,1%) never had experienced such a situation, some 10 (9,9)% did, but in very few
cases, and only 2% confirm several cases in their experience. Among those who had
experienced the situation, the majority of educational workers (16,8%) stated they felt
good about it, other (9,9%) felt professionally and humanly involved, or indifferent
(6,9%, it was indifferent to me); small percentages say they felt inadequate
(incompetent, 2%), or uncomfortable (1%); several other respondents answered they
had no such experience.




The idea that educational workers have of “intercultural education” was answered by
single words or brief phrases, whereas some tried to answer it more thoroughly.

Nevertheless, intercultural education would be - according to most of respondents - a
way to accept, welcome, integrate the “other”, a “different.”

Main concepts of intercultural education would be: knowing, respecting, receiving,
welcoming, integrating, and alike, in relation to (other, different) culture and diversity.

As for the small, it would mean educating all children in the same manner without
prejudices so as to offer all of them the same opportunity to be a part of the society.
Only some interviewees insisted on an authentic interaction, reciprocity and exchange
of cultural and else elements in a process of mutual learning.

With regard to training needs of educators and the relevant assessment, some
interviewees answered what would be the “right” tools and methods (usually combining
few of them) to identify training needs of educators, while some others described the tools
and methods used to this purpose within their services.

Most (37) observed that questionnaires (or “tests”) are used as a tool for training needs
assessment: a few of them added that surveys through questionnaires are run on annual
basis (3), in the form of annual worker satisfaction questionnaire; others (2-3)
suggested training needs should be identified through questionnaires “like this one”,
considering them “efficient tools” or “a start(ing point)”, as such thematic questionnaires
may let understand what are the needs of an educational team.

Several interviewees pointed out that training is or should be a “right” tool for
identifying training needs of educators (some 20) (specific-thematic training courses,
conversations-talks-discussions, conferences, refresher courses [with tutors],
continuing education, plus a test at the end of each training session); one added: “I
believe we all need more training”. So far, a variety of training topics is proposed by
training agencies (centres), and each educator chooses the one or more s/he considers
to be most useful for her/his work; services benefit from trainings offered by the
municipality of Florence; according to one interviewee, training agencies prepare their
training offer on the basis of information supplied by pedagogical coordinators who act
as spokesmen of the related working group(s) and their needs.

Several others remarked that collective/group staff meetings (c. 10) within educational
services, usually along with the related pedagogical coordination, represent a good
opportunity for educators to express their training and else needs. Other two modalities,
likewise deemed as moments functional to needs assessment, are: planning meetings
on a weekly, monthly or sporadic basis with the pedagogical coordination; individual
or small group conversations-talks (10) with the pedagogical coordinator(s). Meetings
should be perceived as moments of reflection on working experiences, and exchange of
views with one's own working group. Exchange of views on various issues, addressed in
a group discussion among colleagues and coordinators, so that potential problems and
difficulties may emerge, are important strategies that may lead to training needs of
educators. While looking for practical and effective answers to tangible situations, the
needs of educators are addressed and discussed during the meetings. Nevertheless, one
educator remarked that their likings (aspirations) are often “not neglected due to lack of
resources.” Important strategies to be put in place during work group meetings are:
listening, dialogue, discussion, experience exchange, exchange of views, comparison,
observation, and sharing.



At times, the needs of educators are identified by pedagogical coordinators on the basis
of their observations, and subsequently discussed with the concerned; other times,
they emerge through the requests expressed by educators. Although no official channel
exists, a specific written request regarding needs (or else) can be submitted to the
pedagogical coordination.

Finally, it is rather symptomatic that some (10) respondents answered negatively this
question by saying that they are not aware of the modalities employed for needs
assessment (I do not know - I would not know - I couldn't answer - have no idea, and
alike); even more specific is the answer offered by two of them (2) who stated that the
needs of educators are not being identified (or rather not heard), but imposed (sic!).

At last, what would be the perception by CIRRF families of early childhood education
services was the question that not all of the respondents knew to address:

aside from those who answered not to know (6), some others stated that they had a
little experience with CIRRF families, hence their impossibility to answer, or to have - in
some cases - different experiences letting no space to generalisations.

In opinion of some educators, educational services are viewed as a parking lot (4) or a
babysitting service for their children.

It is a need-necessity-support (14), linked to the circumstances, mainly work: (some)
families perceive the services as an useful and safe place to leave their children while
working (14).

Services are not completely perceived by them as "educational”; they are comfortable,
but not understood in their educational function; they are scarcely perceived as an
educational resource.

Interesting the contrasting opinions of some educators: one stated that CIRRF families
do not understand the real importance of the services for their children in terms of
integration; another said that they perceive the services well], but seem to be - maybe -
little integrated yet; others instead, talking from their experience, maintain that CIRRF
families perceive the services as an opportunity for their children in terms of care,
development and social integration.

Early childhood education services are perceived as important services (9) for both
families and their children: as a safe welcoming place, open to the families, where their
children will be looked after; as a context offering useful time to their children to be
spent with persons taking care of them; as a space offering the possibility to share and
exchange experiences with other children (m/f) in a process of common growth.
Accordingly, educational services are seen by CIRRF families as an opportunity for
integration (13) for both their children and themselves: a first step towards integration
into the hosting society; a community, based on aggregation, hospitality and
involvement, offering the possibility to establish new friendships; a place where children
can reciprocally socialise while learning other language(s); a possibility promoting
integration of both families and children, while helping them to valorise their own
culture; a resource helping their children to improve the potential of their inclusion into
the mainstream society.

Several respondents believe that a little importance attached by (some) CIRRF families to
educational services, or rather to their educational value, is, probably, due to their
culture (“culture of education of their children”), or — even better - to their countries of
origin:



“[educational services] often are not a part of their culture and do not fully
understand their educational characteristics.”

Others preferred not to generalise:

“It is difficult to generalise. As much as the autochthonous families, some
perceive them as educational services, others — as a place to entrust their
children.”

“According to my experience, I can say that some CIRRF families, and not only
them, but also the local ones, perceive educational services as a place where
children are being welcomed so as to allow their parents to work; I mean, there's
no a culture seeing educational services as contexts promoting the well-being of
a child in emotional, cognitive and relational terms.”

“I'm not sure of my answer... I believe, I'm afraid, that [educational services] are
often perceived more as a need which is closely linked to the working needs, and
to the consequent impossibility for many parents to leave their children at home.
Yet, it may apply to autochthonous families, as well as those of different
nationality or culture.

“For some, it is an opportunity for integration and growth, for others less; |
think it is very subjective, as it is — after all — for the local people.”

Or to express their fully positive conclusions:

“They perceive it appropriately, fully respecting the service.”
“Reference point for the child, but also for the entire family.”

Up to being both critical and proactive about the role of educators:

“I think that initially they see the nursery only as 'a place to leave their children
while working." It's up to us, educators, to expand this vision, and to be
supportive towards families of any children!”

Conclusions

Good practices: mediation services; translation services; specific diets;

Recommendations.

Critical issues: need for intercultural training (updating, follow-up courses,
specialisation), esp. on diversity and pluralism; need for more communication-
interaction with families; gender issue: still a very gendered profession;
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