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Abstract
Switzerland, like other countries in Europe, has long depended on migration and mobility for
its economy. Facilitating the integration of migrant children in school, primarily through the
acquisition of the local language, has therefore been a priority for policymakers. In recent
years, mobility has been on the increase andmobility trajectories have becomemore diverse. A
growing percentage of families arriving in the country have experienced repeated mobility and
may not plan to settle in Switzerland for good. This paper examines institutional responses to
the increasing number of mobile children in Swiss public schools, in particular, the manner in
which such children are welcomed. It presents the main findings of an exploratory research
project focused on children in repeated mobility, defined as having lived in multiple countries
before their arrival in Switzerland, regardless of family background or legal status. Adopting a
sociocultural psychological approach, the paper examines the macro-social level of cantonal
educational policies regarding welcome processes, the meso-social level of local school
policies, and the microsocial level of teachers’ practices and interactions in classrooms that
welcome mobile children. Data include documentary analysis, interviews, and observations.
Our analysis shows that a deficit view of mobile children and the preoccupation with language
proficiency dominate policies and practices, resulting in the diversion of mobile children into
special integration classes (so called “classes d’accueil” in the French speaking region, and
“Integrationsklasse” in the Swiss German-speaking region). Mobility is conceptualized by
Swiss policymakers, school directors, and teachers in terms of its challenges. In particular,
school directors and teachers conceptualize mobility as increasing heterogeneity of the
classroom. However, the situation varies greatly according to the personal orientations of
school directors and teachers’ personal engagement. The paper emphasizes the ambiguous role
of the integration classes: while they may impair the long-term chances of educational success
by reducing academic expectations for non-native-speaking mobile children, they may also be
used as “third spaces”which afford pedagogical freedom for dedicated teachers, potentially of
benefit for children. The paper examines these propositions in the light of sociocultural
educational literature and draws upon the case of welcoming mobile children to question a
series of assumptions about the ultimate purposes of public schooling in Europe today.
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Introduction

Human mobility is a worldwide and age-old phenomenon, yet it has been increasing steadily
since the 2000s (UN Department of Economic and Social Affairs 2019). The UN estimated the
total number of international migrants at 272 million in 2019, corresponding to 3.5% of the
total human population. In Switzerland, 38% of the population over 15 is a migrant—of which
80% is born abroad (Furrer et al. 2020)1. If most of these persons come from Europe, however,
two types of mobility have acquired increased visibility over the past ten years, in Switzerland
as in the rest of the world. Firstly, since the so-called “refugee crises” of 2015–2016 (Piguet
2018), the question of refugees has become very visible. 2.5 million asylum seekers fleeing
war and violence, especially in Syria, Iraq, and Afghanistan arrived in Europe in 2015–2016 -
0,25% of Europe’s population- (Piguet 2019). These families often migrate for the sake of
protecting their children, in search of a better life which, often, includes a safe education.
Although there is a relatively modest number of refugees in Switzerland, their specific
trajectories—often through repeated mobility, short or longer stays in various camps and
villages, with little or disrupted formal education, and whose families of origin may have had
highly contrasting socio-educational profiles—raise specific challenges for Swiss schools
(Sanchez-Mazas et al. 2020). The second type of mobility that has acquired increased visibility
in the world and in Switzerland is that of people or families engaging in repeated relocation as
a function of the person’s or family’s employment or profession—the so-called expatriates,
highly-skilled migrants, or cosmopolitans (Adams 2016; Caligiuri et al. 1998; Langinier and
Gyger Gaspoz 2015; Ley 2004; Nedelcu 2012). Here as well, most of these families have high
expectations regarding the education of their children, and in many places in the world, send
them to international or private schools; in Switzerland, a large majority send them to the
public school (Levitan 2018).

However, migrant, refugee, and highly skilled migrants are both administrative and
common-sense categories which carry complex and potentially reifying normative values.
Consequently, following the recent mobility turn in migration literature (Cresswell 2006;
Dahinden 2009, 2016), we will use the term “mobility” to include all kind of geographical
mobilities, including children with different administrative statuses. More specifically, we
propose to use the expression of families or children in “repeated mobility” (Belin 2018;
Cangià and Zittoun 2018; Levitan 2019; Zittoun and Levitan 2019) to designate the fact that
they have experienced over a longer period recurrent international geographical mobility,
without limiting to particular sociological or political categories the significance of this
repeated mobility on their lives. Consequently, here, the expression “children in repeated
mobility” may include refugee children as well as those of highly skilled families. As we will
see, the term “repeated mobility” also offers a heuristic advantage, as teachers and schools may
not know the specific migratory status of the children they welcome. In addition, it may also
emphasize the experiential similarities for people, regardless of their political or administrative
status.

In Switzerland, there is a long tradition of welcoming children with a migratory experience;
the educational system is in effect conceived as tool for integration for children whose family
intend to remain in Switzerland (Centlivres 1990; Cesari-Lusso 2001; Di Donato et al. 2020).
In the current socioeconomic context, children with an experience of mobility or of repeated
mobility, regardless of their migratory administrative status (i.e., refugee, highly skilled, etc.),

1 Source: https://www.bfs.admin.ch/bfs/fr/home/statistiques/population.gnpdetail.2020-0198.html
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tend to go to public schools in Switzerland. Only, their families do not always stay in
Switzerland; almost half of mobile people coming to Switzerland with a work permit are also
likely to leave the country within 5 years (Steiner and Wanner 2019a). In other words,
trajectories of mobility tend to become more fluid than they used to: even children considered
as traditional “migrants” may start to repeat their mobility, and a growing number of children
have already an experience of repeated mobility. Our main interrogation is therefore, does the
educational system takes in account such new mobility, and if so, how? How are mobile
children welcomed by Swiss public schools? How has the Swiss school system adjusted to the
multiple expectations of repeatedly mobile families? Has it taken adequate account of their
educational needs and projects?

In this paper, we will start by showing that policies and practices for welcoming mobile
children lack consistency; they are based on a model of long-time settlement, and on an
implicit deficit model. On the basis of our fieldwork, we will then suggest that, at present, it is
mainly individual teachers who find some margin of freedom in educational arrangements and,
on their own initiative, develop innovative didactic strategies to support the needs of mobile
children in their classrooms. Approaching such findings from a sociocultural perspective, we
will give particular attention to the “third spaces” created by certain teachers and highlight the
importance of developing educational strategies that valorise the specific skills and experience
of these children in public schools. Finally, we hope to raise some questions and invite further
research and practice.

Schooling mobile children in Switzerland

An historical overview of Swiss educational research on migration

In Switzerland, educational research has followed the evolution of migration flows (D’Amato
2010; Piguet 2005, 2007, 2012). The issue of migrant children in school became a priority
during the 1980s. Although migration was an important phenomenon in earlier decades, the
shift from migration based on a circular model (seasonal workers expected to return to their
home country after a more or less long stay) to the model of long-term settlement, either in the
case of family reunifications, or due to new forms of migration (asylum seekers, refugees),
made the presence of children from mobile families more visible (Piguet 2005). At that time,
the issue of schooling foreign students was framed mainly as a language issue, and “integration
classes” were designed as special, separate classes reserved for the acquisition of the local
language(s) of schooling (in Switzerland, German, French, or Italian depending of the region).
Subsequent literature reveals four key debates over these integration classes.

Firstly, discussions took place about the “sheltered” nature of these classes. Some authors
showed that these not only separate children from their peers, but also bring teachers to lower
their expectations towards these students, and possibly of students’ themselves. Thus, integra-
tion classes actually limited the educational outcomes and opportunities of foreign students
over the long-term (Doudin and Ramel 2009; Perregaux 2009; Shapiro and Ehtesham-Cating
2019). Recently, Sanchez-Mazas and colleagues criticized “the indiscriminate relegation” of
such children “into special structures, as a result either of stereotyping or of teachers' feeling of
helplessness—which are often intertwined” (Sanchez-Mazas et al. 2020, p. 6). In contrast,
other authors underline that these classes offer protected spaces in which newcomers could
develop useful skills for their further school integration (Nicolet et al. 1997; Perregaux 2009).
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Secondly, research has highlighted inequality in educational access, provision, and attain-
ment with respect to foreign students. It has been repeatedly shown that social class plays a
crucial role in the academic performance of migrant children (Cassée et al. 1989; Consortium
PISA.ch 2010; Coradi Vellacott and Wolter 2005; Gomensoro and Bolzman 2015; Hutmacher
1995; Kronig 2003; Kronig et al. 2000; Meyer 2015; Rosenberg et al. 2003), and even in
language acquisition (Bell and Gurny 1989; Othenin-Girard 1995; Py 1995). Authors have
thus asked whether children with a migration experience in Geneva or Zurich suffered more
from their working-class social origin or from their migrant status (Becker et al. 2011;
Hutmacher 1995). Other studies revealed that it is the intersectionality between migration
status and social class that can have a determinative effect. On this point, national surveys
highlighted that “characteristics such as being migrant and from a low socio-economic status
often go together, which can have a particularly negative effect on some groups of students”
(Consortium PISA.ch 2010, p. 16, our translation). However, it is interesting to note that this
effect may have started to recede. In the 2018 survey in Switzerland, it was found that
“migratory status has no statistically significant effect once the economic, social and cultural
level, as well as the gender and language spoken at home are controlled” (Consortium PISA.ch
2019, p. 25, our translation)—which suggests either a change in educational strategies or in the
profiles of mobile children.

Thirdly, research has highlighted the negative social representations of children with an
experience of mobility held by the school system itself. Schools appear to construct a deficit-
based and homogenous image of these children, perceiving them as encountering school
difficulties due to their “cultural difference” rather than their socioeconomic status—which
also shows a lack of understanding of the diversity of mobility trajectories (Perregaux 2009).
The school system itself may contribute to school inequities. A recurrent observation over the
last 30 years is that migrant children are more systematically oriented towards both “special
education classes” (i.e., classes for children with learning difficulties, although the efficiency
of such structures can be discussed) (Perregaux 2009; Schuh 1989), and towards school tracks
with low professional expectations (Cassée et al. 1989; Coradi Vellacott and Wolter 2005;
Poglia 1989; Wicht and Bühlmann 2003). Children moving to Switzerland from specific
countries (i.e., Portugal, former Yugoslavia, Turkey) have been particularly affected by these
tendencies (Becker et al. 2011; Gomensoro and Bolzman 2015; Müller 2001; Office Fédéral
de la Statistique 2008; Schnell and Fibbi 2016).

Finally, Switzerland being a federal state composed of 26 cantons which are each in
charge of their own educational policy, recent studies have highlighted inequalities among
cantons due to the specificities of their respective schooling system and more particularly
the role of the most segregating cantonal systems in producing inequalities between
migrant and national children (Felouzis et al. 2016; Felouzis and Charmillot 2013,
2017). Due to cantonal variations in educational policy and provision for migrant children,
educational opportunities afforded to migrant children are affected by the lottery of
geographic settlement.

Children in repeated mobility in public Swiss schools

The Swiss current policy encourages the immigration of highly skilled professionals, who can
enter the country if they have already a work contract. De facto, this attracts a population that
has often already moved internationally and that tends to leave the country again (Steiner and
Wanner 2019a). Even though there is a longstanding tendency for migrant or mobile persons

462 L. Kloetzer et al.



to move away from Switzerland in the shorter or longer term2, there is an increasing number of
families moving to Switzerland as part of a trajectory of repeated mobility. Typically, one
would expect such families to send their children to international schools (Adams and Fleer
2016; Gyger Gaspoz 2013; Pearce 2013). Surprisingly, the migration-mobility survey con-
ducted in Switzerland in 2015 suggested that 75% of families with an experience of repeated
mobility3 send their children to public schools (Levitan 2018). This could be explained by the
high cost of living in Switzerland and the reduction of welcome packages for international
professionals, as well as by many families’ wishes to offer their children a “local” experience.
The situation of these children and their families, who are likely to leave within five years
(Steiner and Wanner 2019b), raises differentiated needs for linguistic and social integration.
Such children may have known various educational systems, speak multiple languages and
intend to pursue their educational and professional tracks in other countries. Simultaneously,
their parents often have a rather high socio-educative background and at times develop non-
typical family-school relations, for instance when fathers are the accompanying spouses and
take care of children (Cangià 2017, 2018; Levitan 2019).

On the other hand, Switzerland accepts a limited number of asylum seekers; since
March 1st, 20194, these children are not schooled with others in local schools under the
responsibility of the canton, but within “federal welcome centres” (i.e., refugee camps) in
which the family’s asylum request must be decided within 140 days of their arrival. Under the
responsibility of the federal authorities, children of asylum seekers—whether allophone or
not—receive minimal education in these temporary and enclosed spaces. If the parents’ request
for asylum is denied, the family is required to leave the country; if it is granted, the children are
then permitted to join local schools. This new schooling policy, which accompanies the
revision of the law on the asylum-seeking process, has been strongly criticized by NGOs
and volunteer organizations involved in the protection of migrants and children5, based on the
limited number of school hours offered in these federal camps, as well as the limited
interactions with the local population and restricted possibilities for local integration. In
response, some localities such as Zurich have modified the federal policy to enable children
living in the federal refugee camp to attend local schools with children of their age.

The presence of highly mobile children, whether from highly skilled mobile families or
from refugee families, thus exposes Swiss schools to new challenges. Firstly, both types of
mobile children have often had multiple and unequal experiences of schooling and have
developed various sets of skills during their trajectories. Secondly, many of these children’s
families do not plan on long-term settlement in Switzerland. These children are quite likely to
move again and join further schools or educational settings in other countries. These realities
thus contradict the basic assumption of stability within a nation-state that drives the curriculum
and pedagogy of public schools. We thus raise the question of how schools, in countries such

2 For instance, “Among the main immigration groups in 1998, 63% of German and French, 55% of Italian and
36% of Portuguese migrants left Switzerland within nineteen years after their arrival.” (Migration-Mobility
Indicators. Neuchâtel: nccr—on the move, 2019)
3 Within the nccr survey conducted in Switzerland in 2016 (N=5973), “mobile families” were defined as people
who arrived in Switzerland for professional reasons, with a partner and at least one child born abroad, having
already lived in another country between their country of birth and Switzerland (Steiner and Wanner 2019b).
4 See, for example: https://www.osar.ch/revision-de-la-loi-sur-lasile.html.
5 See, for example, the website of Human Rights https://www.humanrights.ch/fr/droits-humains-suisse/
interieure/politique-sociale/education/ecole-integration-enfants-etrangers, and the press release of the
association Droit de rester Neuchâtel, https://asile.ch/2019/02/07/droit-de-rester-neuchatel-scolarisation-des-
enfants-refugies-au-centre-federal-de-perreux/.
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as Switzerland, welcome children that have the experience and expectation of repeated
mobility. More specifically, little is known about the demands on teachers and the strategies
they develop, if any, to welcome children in repeated mobility who arrive with distinct
educational trajectories.

In this paper, based on an exploratory research led in Switzerland6, we explore how
welcoming children with an experience of repeated mobility is conceptualized, articulated,
and practiced in public schools.

Adopting a sociocultural perspective on educational settings

Before going further, we need to specify the theoretical perspective we have taken on learning
and teaching. We adopt a sociocultural perspective, which examines the interdependence
between the person and her social and cultural environment through the person’s interactions
with others and artefacts in different settings (e.g., Cole 1996; Valsiner 2007). Such an
approach invites us to apprehend the sociocultural world in its complexity and evolution,
how actual interactions unfold within it, as well as people’s unique developmental trajectories.
With its emphasis on processes, a sociocultural perspective considers that these various aspects
mutually constrain and enable each other. It also brings us to consider both people’s activities,
and the sense and meaning that these have for various actors (Valsiner 2014; Zittoun et al.
2013).

Sociocultural psychology also invites us to go beyond a naïve understanding of “culture”:
culture cannot be reduced to either national belonging or to social class (Dahinden 2012;
Goodnow 2004; Valsiner 2014). Culture represents the totality of human productions over
history; yet depending upon their location in time and place, children grow up in a variety of
cultural systems, which may be more or less organized and institutionalized, in such a way that
any person is actually socialized into a wide range of cultural subsystems (Cole 1996; Valsiner
2014; Zittoun et al. 2013). Understood in these terms, the concept of culture cannot be used to
explain the difficulties of “migrant” children (a political category) by their “cultural” differ-
ence. Consequently, such a view makes us approach with caution didactic and educational
practices that consider themselves to be “multicultural” or engaged in the respect of “cultural
diversity” but which promote, in fact, a reified vision of culture.

Applied to education, a sociocultural approach invites us to explore the macrosocial
conditions whereby the context sets the conditions for education, the mesosocial nature of
actual educational settings, and the microsocial unfolding of interactions within them (De
Abreu 2000; Hedegaard 2003; Valsiner 2014). Rather than seeing these levels as simply
embedded in one another, a sociocultural approach is attentive to dialogical dynamics by
which various sociocultural norms and voices circulate, become negotiated, appropriated or
resisted (Grossen 2010; Grossen et al. 2012; Marková 2003). It also considers that teachers and
students are active beings, engaged in activities that are mediated by cultural tools, to which

6 The exploratory project MoChiS (Mobile Children in Schools), funded for 15 months by the nccr-on-the-move
grant from the Swiss National Fund, sought to examine (a) whether schools observed and/or documented an
increase of repeatedly mobile children; (b) what specific challenges teachers meet when they have such children
in their classes; (c) what strategies schools and/or teachers develop to handle these new realities, and what can be
learned from these; and (d) how schools could be supported, whether at the level of teacher training, teaching
support, communication to families, school programs, etc.
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they confer meaning and that can make more or less sense to them (Rochex 1998; Zittoun
2017a).

From such a perspective, it thus becomes clear that any national educational system reflects
some dominant values, ideals, norms, and representations that emerge from and are constitu-
tive of the cultural subsystems of that place and time. Indeed, every educational institution has
a double project of reproducing society (and preparing children to it) and maintaining itself,
while at the same time, evolving (deliberately or inadvertently) so as to adjust to or anticipate
societal changes (Cabra and Zittoun 2021; Mehmeti and Zittoun 2019; Zittoun 2016).

Hence, such a theoretical frame invites us to approach the question of how Swiss public
schools welcome children with a trajectory of repeated mobility in a multilevel and dynamic
way. At the centre of our enquiry, we will examine the actual, daily interactions to which
mobile children take part in classrooms. Yet to capture these, we first need to retrace the
macrosocial environment—the historical and legal context of schools’ activities. Second, given
the nature of the object and the margin of freedom that each canton and each school has, we
have to examine at a meso-level the institutional norms and practices which locally create the
conditions, guide, enable and shape these interactions; as we will see, most schools design
some form of dispositive, or setting, meant to welcome mobile children, seen as allophones.
And third, we need to account for the actual nature of these activities: how they are carried out,
what tools mediate them, how people engage in them, negotiate their meaning, and make sense
of them. Our theoretical frame also invites us to examine echoes and resonances across these
levels, how divergent meanings may create conflicts, tensions, or constraints for the actors, but
also margins of freedom; and finally, how these tensions may generate critical incidents, which
themselves may, under certain circumstances, trigger innovation and change (Cole and
Engeström 2007; Engeström 2008; Engeström et al. 2015; Zittoun 2017a).

Context and methodology of the research

To explore the way in which mobile children are welcomed by the Swiss educational system,
we conducted an exploratory qualitative study. Following our theoretical frame, we organized
our data collection along three interrelated levels of analysis. We considered (1) the macro-
level of the wider education system and global context (esp. cantonal policies), (2) the meso-
level of the learning environment (school-level: policy, school architecture, local geographical
and social-economic environment of the school, etc.), and (3) the micro-level of the interac-
tions in the classroom (teachers’ practices, learning tasks, classroom architecture, classroom
interactions, etc.). We also adopted a case-study approach (Flyvbjerg 2011; Zittoun 2017b),
with each school being a case embedded in a larger social and political context and comprised
of different classrooms with teachers adapting and developing creatively their own local
approach to schooling mobile children. We thus aimed at highlighting both the role of the
institutional context and policies in shaping local practices, and the margin of freedom and
professional engagement of teachers within these conditions.

Overall data collection

We documented classes from Cycle 2 (corresponding to children aged 8-12—that is, before
orientation in different secondary school tracks), in both French and German speaking regions
of Switzerland. We initially planned to study classes in two French-speaking schools, and two
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German-speaking schools, which would have been located respectively in an urban and in
peripheral setting. We assumed that urban schools would have more experience with high
diversity than peripheral schools, which turned out to be only partially true. However, given
the limited time for the study, we had to adjust our expectations to the actual availability of
school directors and teachers who reported being overwhelmed by their work. In the end, we
gained access to the classes indicated in Table 1.

In what follows, names of schools and people are changed for anonymity purposes.

Participants in the observed classrooms

As can be seen from Table 1, detailed observations took place in three schools. As the analysis
of these microsocial dynamics are at the heart of our attention in this paper, we need to further
qualify these three schools, in regard with our research question—that is, the presence of
mobile children. These schools are located in contrasting regions in Switzerland, two schools
in a French speaking canton, and one in a peripheral setting (countryside/suburban) in a Swiss
German speaking canton.

In the French-speaking canton, the two urban schools, while housed in different neighbor-
hoods, belong to the same school district and are under the same management. Both are
located in a large city whose population is highly diverse in terms of origins, languages and
migration statuses. The school « Le Prunier » is a small primary school that accommodates
around 150 students from kindergarten to 6th grade (Harmos7, children aged 4 to 10). The
school “Le Figuier” is a large primary school which accommodates around 800 students from
the 3rd to the 8th grades (Harmos, children aged 6 to 12). These two urban schools are “very
heterogeneous” according to criteria established by the Swiss Federal Statistical Office.
According to the Deputy Director for Cycle 2 (i.e., 4th to 8th grades), the two schools welcome
children of 20+ nationalities, mainly from Europe, Africa, and to a lesser extent from Asia and
South America. Most are second generation immigrants. It is in the smaller school, “Le

Table 1 Data collection

Urban setting Peripheral setting

French-speaking
Switzerland

2 schools Canton Neuchâtel:
- 2 interviews with director
- 7 interviews (2 with “welcome” class teacher, 5 with

“normal” class teachers)
- 8 observations (2 in an integration class, 2 each in 3

ordinary classes)
- document analysis

1 school Canton
Neuchâtel:

- 1 interview with director

German-speaking
Switzerland

1 school Canton Solothurn:
- 1 interview with the Teacher of the integration class
- document analysis

1 school Canton
Solothurn:

- 2 interviews with director
- 4 observations (2 each in

2 classes)
- 6 interviews with 4

teachers
- document analysis

7 The inter-cantonal agreement on the harmonization of compulsory education (Concordat HarmoS) entered into
force in 2009. It aims to harmonize at the national level the duration and the fundamental objectives of public
schooling.
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Prunier,” that the integration class for allophone newcomers is hosted. At the time of research,
this class was comprised of 16 newcomers, allophone children aged 8–13 years, of which two
were refugees of African origin and the others came from Europe. The two ordinary classes
observed in “Le Figuier” were comprised of 17 students and 20 students respectively, of which
5 were recently arrived in Switzerland, 4 of whom had passed though the integration class
before joining the ordinary class, the fifth, speaking French, being accepted directly in a
normal class.

The school “Kirschbaum” is located in a Swiss-German canton and welcomes 250 pupils,
from the first to the sixth primary school year. It is situated in a village near a city where there
exists an International school. In each of the school classes, there is at least one and at most 6
pupils for whom Swiss-German or German is not the mother tongue. These allophone children
are mostly from mobile groups that settled in Switzerland after they left their home country (in
this case essentially migrants from Italy, former Yugoslavia, and Sri Lankan Tamils). In
addition to the presence of such “traditional”migrant groups, three pupils arrived in the school
without having any knowledge of the German language and could be considered as belonging
to these families in repeated mobility, since they knew different contexts of education and their
families were not necessarily intending to definitively settle in Switzerland. Regarding the
socio-geographical context of the school, and according to school directors, such profiles can
be expected to grow in number, due to different reasons: notably, the presence of an industry
hiring highly-qualified workers—and thus contributing to the presence of new mobile families
in the village – and the future closing of the international school in the neighboring city could
lead to a growth in the number of pupils entering the school without any knowledge of German
language. In the classes we observed, one of the classes counted 24 pupils in total, and among
them eight did experience and/or master at least one foreign language at home (mostly Italian
and Albanian), and the other was constituted of twenty pupils and seven of them were
allophones (4 from Albanian-speaking communities, and 3 from Turkey).

Method

Data collection aimed at documenting each of our intended levels of analysis. We combined
desk-research, informal observations in the schools, systematic observations in the classrooms,
as well as interviews (informal as well as problem-based) with school principals and teachers
(Cohen et al. 2000). Our data thus comprises education laws, school guidelines and docu-
mentation, field notes and photographs from observations, recorded and transcribed inter-
views, as well as researchers’ personal diaries. Our collaboration with each school was
initiated by two researchers (one senior and one junior); the fieldwork was then conducted
by two junior researchers; analyses were performed by the whole team.

To document policies at the cantonal level, we analyzed federal education policies and
reports; cantonal education policies and reports; initial teacher training curricula from quali-
fication courses and catalogues8; and continuous teacher training offers from professional
development course catalogues. These sources were then completed by interviews. To docu-
ment policies and practices at the school level, we examined institutional regulations and
guidelines. We also drew on the interviews with directors or headteachers (N=3) and teachers

8 In most Swiss cantons, teacher training is provided by regional higher education institutions for teacher training
(“Hautes écoles pédagogiques”) that run in parallel to, and often in collaboration with, universities. The canton of
Geneva alone trains teachers at university.
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(N= 11). Our interview grid covered themes such as: who are the newly arrived and mobile
children in the school; which policies are applied to orient their education; how is the issue of
diversity addressed in classes; what expectations are there regarding mobile children; what
teaching practices and didactic material are selected and why; what experiences have resulted
from these situations and choices; and what suggestions do teachers and directors offer to
improve the teaching and learning process with migrant and mobile children? To document
practices within the classroom, we combined these interviews with 12 classroom observations,
documented using observation grids and photography. Our analysis is thus built on a triangu-
lation of sources of data and perspectives, across and within levels of analysis. With a
dialogical understanding of the situation, it aimed at identifying recurrences and divergences
across and within levels, and eventually, at capturing significant classroom practices. Re-
searchers captured both the overall unfolding of the class and its activities, and critical
incidents during which issues connected to language, cultural systems, or mobility were
implicitly or explicitly addressed.

Welcoming mobile children in Swiss public schools

This section presents our main findings at the macro (educational policies), meso (school
approach) and micro (classroom practices) levels.

Educational policies concerning mobile children focus on language acquisition
with an implicit deficit view

This section is based on our comparison of legal texts in the two cantons in which the
foregoing schools are located, complemented by interviews with school directors and teachers.
It highlights four interesting points.

Firstly, educational policies in both cantons focus strongly and firstly on local language
acquisition. Support measures and programs are dedicated to local language acquisition for
“allophone” students. Interestingly in Switzerland, even Swiss students can become allophones
when they move to another part of the country in which a different language is spoken (for
example, German speakers moving to French speaking Switzerland, or Italian speakers
moving to German-speaking Switzerland). In the official texts, allophone Swiss nationals
and allophone foreign children are offered the same support programs and measures for
linguistic acquisition.

In canton of Neuchâtel, Bylaw 410.512.39, from 2 July 2014 “concerning measures of
adaptation and compensation destined for pupils in compulsory schooling with special edu-
cational needs”10 covers the needs of foreign (allophone) students under the category of
“special education needs”, by associating them with having “great difficulties in learning…
social competence…or behaviour…” and thus being “unable to, any longer or only partially
follow the ordinary school program” (our translation, see Annex 2 for relevant sections in
French). This school policy takes place under a specific focus on the integration of foreign
populations and protection of minorities in the canton, which favors “social cohesion” based

9 “L’Arrêté relatif aux mesures d'adaptation et de compensation destinées aux élèves de la scolarité obligatoire
ayant des besoins éducatifs particuliers”, dated 2 July 2014, was implemented during the school year 2014-2015.
10 Source : http://rsn.ne.ch/DATA/program/books/rsne/htm/4105123.htm
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on flexible and variable cultural identities, over “integration” (understood as assimilation to the
dominant population) (see the report of the Community for Integration and Multicultural
Cohesion (CICM) from the Republic and Canton of Neuchâtel, 2013-201711, selected excerpts
are presented in annex 3 in French).

In canton of Solothurn, the Ordonnance 413.617, from 7 May 1991 (Verordnung 413.617 «
Verordnung über die Integration fremdsprachiger Kinder und Jugendlicher »12) says that
“allophone Swiss children and foreigners” are entitled to some support measures, which take
the concrete form of language courses: intensive group courses for children in ordinary classes;
integration classes for allophone children; or improvement group courses for children with
specific deficits. This ordonnance is complemented by two reports—«Deutschunterricht als
Zweitsprache: Zusammenstellung» (Volksschulamt 2016a) and «Flucht und Migration :
Situierung August 2016» (Volksschulamt 2016b), 2016b) which state:

The general purpose of teaching German as a second language is to allow pupils who grow
up with two or more languages, or who have little pre-knowledge of the German language, to
join regular schooling. Students must acquire communication skills as quickly and completely
as possible, in order to orient themselves and assert themselves in the school system. The
ability to act and communicate includes spatial and linguistic orientation, orientation in life
with two cultures, knowledge and skills in second language, independent learning and activity
(Volksschulamt -Service of compulsory education-), Canton of Solothurn, 2016a p.1; 2016b,
p.5)

So, all matters linked to having a mobile trajectory and the experience of diverse languages
and cultural systems are dealt with through the lens of local schooling language acquisition. In
that sense, the current policy remains in continuity with the observations made in the 80s
regarding the schooling of mobile/migrant and especially allophone children (Bell and Gurny
1989; Gretler et al. 1989). This also corresponds to a tendency reinforced at the legal level: if in
the past, residency rights and nationality were dependent on a good mastery of the “Swiss way
of life,” the new legislation now demands a strong command of the local national language to
be allocated residency or nationality (Di Donato et al. 2020). One may, however, wonder if
this serves the trajectories of children with experience of mobility and an often existing
proficiency in many languages. Do schools open up spaces for the diversity of children’s
languages, or do they focus exclusively on the local one? What are the consequences for these
children, as well as for the Swiss sedentary children, of limiting the relevance of other
languages and competences, despite the potential benefits of linguistic diversity in a globalized
world?

Secondly, the provision of these support measures and programs is quite different within
and between the two cantons. In the Swiss federal landscape, subnational variations between
cantons in terms of “educational inequality” have been reported in the literature (Manatschal
and Stadelmann-Steffen 2013). At the intercantonal level, the provision of planned measures
for schooling migrant/mobile children is linked to a political interpretation of the concept of
“integration.” The Canton of Neuchâtel aims to “promote social cohesion” (art.1 of the
cantonal law) by “adaptation measures which take into account the particular educational
needs of the pupil” (art 7 of the law). Children with a mobility experience are included in
Neuchâtel classes corresponding to their age. Meanwhile, the Canton of Solothurn aims to

11 Source : https://www.ne.ch/autorites/DEAS/COSM/Organisation/Documents/RapportCICM-COSM2017.pdf
12 Verordnung über die Integration fremdsprachiger Kinder und Jugendlicher Vom 7. Mai 1991 (Stand 1.
September 2007). 413.671
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“overcome the educational difficulties conditioned by their environment, their foreign lan-
guage and their bicultural environment” (Ordonnance 413.671, 2007). Children are integrated
into Solothurn classes according to their age and skills. It is thus interesting to see that mobility
and the mastery of other languages are implicitly understood as likely to create educational
difficulties in Solothurn, while falling under the topic of social cohesion in Neuchâtel.

Next, the measures themselves are implemented differently in the two cantons. Both
cantons require a minimum of 15 allophone students in the same school cycle to open an
integration class in a given locality. The funding of these classes is shared by the canton and
the host city. In the canton of Neuchâtel, educational policies for mobile children envisage full-
time integration classes, which provide up to 2 years of tailored instruction for the purpose of
French-language acquisition. Children who do not reach a good-enough mastery of French
within these 2 years might then be diverted to special education programs, in which foreigners
are overrepresented (47% of foreign students vs. 27% in the ordinary school system, according
to the Federal Office for Statistics). However, this system is available only in the two biggest
cities of the canton. In other places, allophone students are schooled in ordinary classrooms
and can benefit from a few hours of additional French language support over the course of 2
years. Similarly, in the canton of Solothurn, integration classes are mostly available in urban
settings where there are “enough” students who could benefit from them. But children are
schooled in these programs only part-time (in parallel to being in ordinary classrooms for some
lessons) or full time for a shorter period. DAZ courses (Deutschunterricht als Zweitsprache -
German as second language) for allophone students in ordinary classrooms are largely
provided during a maximum of 5 years. So there are evident inter-cantonal and intra-
cantonal educational inequalities, as these integration classes are not available everywhere
and the extent of their provision varies considerably.

The integration classes mentioned are in direct continuation of the “segregated” classes or
“sheltered spaces” discussed in the earlier literature in Switzerland (Doudin and Ramel 2009;
Perregaux 2009; Shapiro and Ehtesham-Cating 2019), that have contributed to reinforcing
social inequalities between migrant/mobile children and “native” Swiss (Coradi Vellacott and
Wolter 2005; Rosenberg et al. 2003). However, “transitional” experiences may also support
children with diverse trajectories (Cole 1996; Gutiérrez et al. 1999). The question therefore
remains open: Are these integration classes offering a valuable transition space for mobile
children, or do they participate in the reinforcement of segregation and inequality?

Thirdly, as already stated, in the canton of Neuchâtel, the “Bylaw concerning measures of
adaptation and compensation destined for pupils in compulsory schooling with special edu-
cational needs” (Ordinance 410.512.3, 2014), ensures support measures for newcomer
(allophone) children who are unable to follow “the ordinary school program” because of their
presumed “great difficulties in learning…social competence…or behaviour…,” without any
direct attribution of these difficulties to their "foreign" linguistic or sociocultural origins.
Meanwhile, in the canton of Solothurn, the law supports measures aimed at “overcoming
the educational difficulties conditioned by their environment, their foreign language and their
bicultural environment” (Ordinance 413.671, 2007). Nevertheless, both legal texts assume at
least implicitly (like in canton of Neuchâtel), if not explicitly (like in canton of Solothurn) a
“deficit view” regarding mobile children: they must catch up with the gaps and delays due to
their status as foreigners. The focus of the support measures is on remediation, as was shown
already in the 1990s and 2000s (Perregaux 1996, 2009). Neither the potential for exceptional
academic achievements among mobile students, nor their personal strengths and mastery of
multiple languages, or travelling experience, are recognized or valued. Again, one may
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wonder: What are the implications of such a deficit approach, by which children’s often rich,
diverse sets of competences, gained through various school and out-of-school experiences, are
turned into weaknesses to be compensated?

Fourthly, no measure is offered for mobile children with an advanced educational back-
ground. The dominant view for mobile children is the remediation of their (cognitive, social
and cultural) deficits. Whereas many of our interviewees recognize that some mobile children
are highly educated compared to Swiss standards, depending on which part of the world they
come from and what types of mobile trajectories they have had, these children are integrated
into classrooms according to their age or local language mastery without additional measures
or enhanced programs corresponding to their existing educational attainment levels, and are
often placed in integration classes with no formal curriculum apart from language learning and
some mathematics. In general, Switzerland offers limited measures for children with advanced
knowledge or who show learning ease at school. Only children diagnosed as high potential
(HP) and having behavioural or cognitive difficulties are directed to supplemental measures
similarly labelled as “special education.”

School practices: the concerns of heterogeneity and equality

Local practices in each specific school are shaped by educational policies (and local knowl-
edge of legal bases), but also by their geographical or administrative situation (for example, the
existence or not of an integration class, the profile of mobile children and families, etc.), as
well as by the local historical circumstances shaping previous experience of the school with
migration. We analyzed school policies as they emerged from the interviews with the school
directors (head teachers), from official school documents, and from the support measures in
place. Three key findings are highlighted.

To start with, mobility falls under the general umbrella of “heterogeneity” in the school
directors’ and teachers’ perception of the challenges they experience in relation to having
mobile children in the classroom. The heterogeneity of skills and needs of students is regarded
as a challenge to the idea of “equal schooling for all,” in which the same education should be
provided to all students, whatever their nationality, migration status or family background.
Many teachers seem to struggle with the need to provide an education that guarantees an
equity of chances in terms of educational achievement within an equality framework (often
translated as the need to treat all children the same). In parallel, school directors and sometimes
teachers echo the concerns of some local families that their “normal” children should be
offered “normal” schooling. Therefore, children with experience of repeated mobility may be
apprehended as another factor contributing to the challenge of heterogeneity in the classroom
that disturbs the traditional assumption of “normality.” They are seen as requiring “additional
work” from teachers, not as a potential enrichment or resource to the dynamics of the
classroom. This view is expressed as follows by a Head of school:

Among newcomers last year there were considerable variations: for example, the
students from Hong Kong and Russia that are “over-schooled” in relation to the norm
here, in relation to their peers. But also a Somalian family, with a culture and a language
very different from our own, who arrive in Switzerland after three years in a refugee
camp in Ethiopia, with 7 children, the oldest being 14 years old and has not had a single
full day of school until now. The needs of children from different origins varies as well:
A Spanish or Portuguese child does not have the same needs as a child from Sri Lanka
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who has arrived in Switzerland to a class of 18 children after having previously
experienced a class of 100 children or more. Such children are lacking not only the
language of instruction but also the habits of learning, the mannerisms, the cultural
competences, etc. that are needed to integrate, to navigate and to succeed in a Swiss
classroom. Furthermore, at home, the students continue to receive an education in their
culture of origin which influences the relationship between the child and the school. (…)
We really have to take a case-by-case approach. (School director, Canton of Neuchâtel).

The concern of this school director extends from allophony to the child’s and family’s distance
to school, which can create other “deficits” in terms not only of local language but also in
terms of school “habitus” (Bourdieu 1980, 2002), reflected in both the child’s and the parents’
relationship to education and to the school. This director associated the challenges of hetero-
geneity stemming from foreignness with additional work for the school, as teachers must meet
the needs “on a case-by-case basis,” with the risk of professional exhaustion and feelings of
powerlessness. The discourse of professional exhaustion when confronted to the demands of
heterogeneity in general, and foreign (allophone) students in particular, is expressed by other
teachers and directors in the two cantons.

Then, our analysis suggests that school directors differ significantly in terms of whether and
why they take into account the family’s history and future mobility projects when deciding
upon the newcomer child’s school orientation and integration. Who should be integrated (for
example, the child alone or the whole family?) and who should help in this integration (the
school alone or the school with the local communities?) are open questions.

Ways of proceeding to welcome mobile children and sometimes families are diverse but
quite ritualized. Some school directors meet the parents and child before the first day at school,
with the assistance of a community translator if needed. They may use documents that they
designed themselves, as no official document exists. We have observed such practice in both
cantons but not in all schools. On this basis, some directors may plan measures for the child,
which may also involve the family, for instance by indicating supports and courses offered by
the local communities. At least one school director explicitly considered that successful school
integration is a collaborative achievement including families and local associations, a vision
coined as “extended educational community” (Sanchez-Mazas et al. 2018). In the canton of
Solothurn, this meeting helps orient the child to specific school measures (language support,
integration classes, etc.), whereas in the canton of Neuchâtel, orientation has been previously
made by the administration based on purely linguistic criteria. The process of welcoming the
child and family is then in the hands of the teacher in charge, who meets the child and family.
According to the teachers interviewed, the goal of this first meeting is to begin to build a good
relationship between the parents and the school by answering their questions and showing
some interest for their situation. Some teachers, especially in integration classes, may use self-
made documents to collect information about the family’s mobility trajectory, and to assess the
level of the child’s reading ability in their mother-tongue. However, the information collected
about the family and their plans are not shared nor discussed further with the school, nor used
to adapt the child’s school program.

Something which is really important for me and for many teachers, is taking into
account this difference, their culture of origin, their background, their experience (…)
to sometimes try to understand the children better. But never to adapt what we do, what
we have to do. It’s rather to show them how things work here in our society [« chez nous
»], how we live here, and then trying to get them to want it also and trying to bring them
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along with us (…) [Knowing about their background] is more about getting an under-
standing that is helpful for us to take a step in their direction. (Assistant school director,
Canton of Neuchâtel)

The orientation of the children is done mainly on the basis of the local language skills, with
limited consideration of other skills, languages, personal or family projects; the school concern
is primarily to identify and prepare for pedagogical difficulties (i.e., children with little
socialization to school), not to identify strengths and prepare for pedagogical opportunities.
The fact that these children may not stay for their whole education in Switzerland is rarely
addressed. Relationships with the families are limited to the normal ways of communicating in
the standard classroom, whereas the teachers in integration classes are actively seeking a
pedagogical alliance with the families.

Lastly, it seems that cultural diversity and multilingual skills receive little to no recognition
and support within the mainstream curriculum and agenda at the school level13. Our data
suggests an ambivalent attitude among teachers in this respect. In ordinary classes, engage-
ment with students’ mobility trajectories depends greatly upon the personal attitudes and
preferences of the teacher. The prescribed curriculum for Cycle 2 (grades 5–8) in French-
speaking Switzerland emphasizes Swiss history, culture, geography and economy. Little
attention is given to the causes and effects of mobility in the modern world, issues of social
and cultural belonging, or to the plurality and hybridity of cultural systems. Unless the teachers
themselves are personally willing to focus on such issues, the learning program and activities
in the classroom will not solicit other (“non-Swiss”) cultural or linguistic knowledge that
students may have acquired during their mobile trajectories or may use at home or when
interacting with the world around them. Broad competencies such as “knowing how to handle
with different people” are expected from pupils in the Swiss-German canton according to its
regular curriculum. However, this does not seem to be declined in the official programs. A
teacher from one of the German-speaking schools explained, however, that children tend to
mention their multiple language skills more easily in second language courses (in this case,
French): in this particular context, the teacher may acknowledge and learn from their pupil’s
diverse forms of knowledge. Moreover, as a teacher said, times of the year when families can
contribute to the school life or when personal topics can be discussed are limited. Globalization
and mobility are thus not addressed as an object of knowledge and shared reflection. A
research in Switzerland suggests that teachers are not trained to address such issues with
students as part of their standard curricula, and that in these conditions, interactions may
become very difficult to handle (Grossen and Muller Mirza 2020; Muller Mirza 2016).

As a conclusion, our analysis suggests that the main school concern is to treat all children in
a given class in the same manner, regardless of their origin or mobility trajectory. In
consequence, minimal attention is given to the potential “strengths” of newly arrived mobile
children—such as mastery of languages, advanced knowledge in sciences, knowledge, and
skills in other domains including geography, humanities, and social sciences taught in other
countries, or more personally acquired skills such as strategies and the resources to deal with
change and adversity. Hence, it seems the concern to maintain an “equal” treatment towards all
children seems to serve merely to silence or even suppress what is unique and indeed rich in
“other” children. Interestingly, teachers interviewed in our study attributed the social and

13 In some places, long-term settled, local communities offer extra-curricular language classes (e.g., in Spanish,
Portuguese, etc.).
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learning difficulties displayed by mobile children to both the individual aptitudes of the
students and to their parents’ relationship to the school (indeed to schooling in general), rather
than to linguistic barriers, life experiences linked to their trajectory of mobility, their current
situation, or the design of the schooling system itself.

Contrasted practices within the classroom

Although our exploratory observations were conducted over a short period (from Mars to
June 2019) and in only seven classrooms (12 observations in total), they allow us to make two
claims regarding how these teachers welcome mobile children in their classrooms.

On the one hand, teachers reported a general lack of formal training on how to engage with
cultural and linguistic diversity in the classroom. These topics have not been formally part of
the mandatory basic training of the teachers we met, as also observed in a study on teachers’
representation (Schertenleib 2014). Therefore, there seems to be a very unequal access among
teachers to knowledge on how to include students with different backgrounds and languages in
the classroom. Some of the teachers decided to study these questions in a 2-year continuing
professional education (Master’s level) course. The time investment required by this high-
quality, focussed training course requires a high motivation among participating teachers and,
even then, will seem prohibitive for many who want and need the training.

In consequence, use of personal support networks, online resources and tinkering among
teachers, especially in integration classes, to create pedagogical material for foreign students,
has been repeatedly observed. Many of the activities and solutions for differentiating instruc-
tion in order to meet the needs of mobile and migrant students were imagined and designed by
the teachers themselves. More experienced colleagues (and the tools or documents that they
have previously designed) seem to be the main resources for teachers facing issues of
culturally diverse classrooms.

On the other hand, our observations revealed significant contrasts between teaching
practices in integration classes versus those in ordinary classes. As we have seen, there have
been heated debates about the status of these “sheltered spaces,” seen by some as reinforcing
segregation and preventing students from achieving high-academic standards, and by others as
a rather useful transitory setting. Our observations show that the place of the integration classes
is not always clear within schools: they are sometimes included, sometimes excluded from
ordinary school life (socially, but also sometimes physically). However, our observations also
suggest that these classes may offer an inspiring space for experimentation and innovation.
Such experimentation can take place thanks to the high engagement and creativity of the
teachers in charge, and also because they are released from many of the curricular constraints
that are imposed on ordinary classes (given that there are no achievement obligations during
this period apart from French and Maths). Support measures such the DAZ hours similarly
appear as potentially innovative spaces in which teachers might try new pedagogical tools or
ideas. Therefore, integration classes appear to be interesting spaces of innovation for teaching
culturally diverse children—and some of their innovations could be used for teaching all
students, whatever their linguistic or national background.

In this respect, we would like to highlight key features of these innovative spaces: co-
teaching, partial release from the standard curriculum and creativity in the design and use of
didactic material, allow individualized teaching and learning, with a simultaneous focus on
connecting the children to the school, by establishing relation between children’s spheres of
experiences and recognition of children’s previous skills.
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As one integration class teacher said, “we have 16 students and… 16 different
programmes.” This flexibility is being facilitated by a co-teaching arrangement and by the
lack of constraining curriculum, as well as by material conditions. Flexible workspaces and
groupings enable peer-learning and self-paced autonomous work, in addition to whole group
instruction. Peer support has been occasionally observed in the learning process, sometimes in
foreign languages. Individualized teaching and learning simultaneously encourage autono-
mous learning and work in small groups:

There are 16 different programmes. In fact, certain principles [guide the work] in the
class: [for example] that students should be as autonomous as possible in order to free-
up time so that [I can] revisit/rework things with small groups of students. As such, they
have certain things they are supposed to do over the course of the week: computer
activities, exercises, etc. Overall, it is in these moments where they can generally work
alone. Then I have groups of 4 to 6 students, for example for reading or for workshops.
It was my predecessor who organized much of this. In order to organize half-classes in
the afternoons, there is one teacher here in the class and another who goes with the other
half group to, for example, gymnastics. Then on other days, one or the other group goes
to do manual activities (…) This is really only possible because we work together as co-
teachers. We try to regularly touch-base with each other…to look at everything, such as
little breakthroughs and also difficulties. Lately there have been 2-3 students for whom
telling the time is quite difficult…So, after noticing this, we try to respond quickly. The
next day I take this small group and try to address these themes… see if we can work in
a focused way on that. I don’t know yet how we’re going to manage it next year. It’s
really going to change. Next year there is no more money [for co-teaching]… Next year,
one of us will be laid off. This year I received enough support, I find it has been quite
good. But next year, I think it will be quite insufficient. It’s going to be, yes, difficult.
(Teacher, integration class)

In contrast to the ordinary class where monolingualism is the norm, the integration class gives
a special status to the diversity of languages spoken by children. These classes are indeed
multilingual, with foreign languages being actively used and socially recognized in the
teaching and learning process. Teachers make some use of students’ existing linguistic
knowledge to help them learn the local language. In the example below (Fig. 1), the hand-
written tabs introducing the children to French spatial prepositions (on, behind, under, etc.) has
been translated with the help of the children themselves. The teacher draws on the previous
linguistic knowledge of the children to help them learn French by connecting the unknown
(French terms) to the known (grammatical use and terms in their own language). Consequent-
ly, this exercise makes a publicly valued space for the home languages and linguistic
knowledge of the children, which could encourage students’ participation and understanding
(Gutiérrez et al. 1999; Warren et al. 2001).

Both the integration classes and the DAZ classes that we observed were offering a form of
“third space.” By this, we mean a relatively protected institution frame, where a different
quality of relations and engagement is possible, and others tasks and activities are proposed
than in the usual classroom—something between class and leisure, or class and home, or
learning and playing (Cole 2019; Gutiérrez et al. 1999). In these classes, teachers could work
in pairs, and could thus be partly released from some of the obligations of the curriculum. With
small numbers of students, they could develop innovative materials, and use resources advised
by more experienced peers. In their “bricolage” to propose activities tailored for the children’s
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need, teachers were thus creating a space of hybrid didactic and ludic exploration (Cole 2019).
These activities themselves seemed to support children’s ability to use knowledge across
spheres of experience, mainly drawing on languages but also knowledge mastered outside of
the class, in their daily lives, and at different stages in their mobility story (Gutiérrez et al.
1999). Doing so, teachers provide resources for children to create a sense of continuity, so
crucial for identity and wellbeing in the experience of mobility and, by offering recognition of
their skills, provide support to children’s own personal sense-making of knowledge (Zittoun
2014; Zittoun and Grossen 2012).

Discussion

Our analysis, informed by a sociocultural psychology approach, aimed at answering the
general question of how mobile children are welcomed in Swiss schools, and especially,
how these schools offer special measures to account for students’ past and future mobility
trajectories. Our findings highlight contrasts, continuities, and contradictions between educa-
tional policies at the cantonal level, across school policies and practices at the organizational
and classroom levels, and in interactions that account only narrowly for the realities of mobile
children.

At the macrosocial level, educational policymakers seem to consider only one form of
mobility, that of migrants settling in Switzerland. This does not take into account the changing
reality of mobility patterns, that is, the fact that an increasing number of people stay in the
country only temporarily. Those with repeated mobility experience range from highly qualified
professionals to refugees with disrupted educational pathways. At present, the legal demands
applied to people who want to obtain residency rights or Swiss citizenship require that children
should master the language and become “integrated” in Switzerland (Di Donato et al. 2020).
Migration is thus seen as an obstacle or problem to be fixed by education, mainly through the
acquisition of the local schooling language. The means by which this is achieved varies across
Cantons, leading to intercantonal inequalities.

Fig. 1 Multilingual display of prepositions translated with the assistance of students in the integration class
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At the meso-level of school practices, the picture becomes more complex. According to
official texts, limited linguistic support is offered in ordinary classrooms and integration
classes for allophone students. Provision varies across communes as funding for integration
classes is dependent on the number of registered pupils. Here again, intra-cantonal inequalities
appear. The deficit view, which is present in legal texts, is reflected in the representations
voiced by the school directors. Mobility is not approached as a strength for the student nor for
the school, but as yet another factor adding to the heterogeneity of the classroom that makes
life “difficult” for teachers. Newly arrived students must therefore be distributed across
classrooms to balance the additional workload their presence entails and to maintain as much
as possible a “normal” learning situation for the other students. Concerns for equity (among
teachers) and equality (for the students and families) are predominant in the remarks of school
directors. The extent to which the school considers the family’s past and future mobility
experiences, including their educational history and aspirations, is discretionary and depends
on the personal sensitivity and experience of the school director. Similarly, school-family
relations, which are absent from policy texts, are highly present in the discourses of some
school directors and teachers. While the administration of welcoming focuses on assigning
children to either “normal” or integration classes based on an assessment of linguistic
deficiency, school practices encompass additional aspects including extending welcome pro-
cesses to the family unit so that parents and siblings can also benefit from being socialized into
the realities of the Swiss schools and life.

In this context, we have seen teachers reporting a lack of training on diversity and how
to engage with it into their classroom practices. Official curricula in Switzerland address
only minimally the themes of globalization, mobility, and diversity at the primary school
level. Without an adequate educational framework, teachers who want to give greater
consideration to the mobility experiences of their students, including the unique knowl-
edge and skills they have acquired in different contexts, eventually create their own
interview practices and pedagogical tools for this purpose. Innovative practices to help
students connect to the language and activities of the school are developed in the margins
of the official texts. Interestingly, integration classes which have been released from some
of the constraints of ordinary classrooms (including the pressure of curriculum standards),
become, in some cases, spaces of pedagogical innovation. Indeed, some teachers manage
to create “third spaces” in which improvisation and creativity seem to better support
mobile children’s learning and development. Among these innovations, we highlighted
the following: (1) the flexible use of space and co-teaching practices as means for
promoting better individualized teaching and autonomous learning; (2) opening spaces
within the school to bridge personal and family experiences around meaningful activities;
and (3) the valorisation of linguistic diversity through multilinguistic activities. We
hypothesize that pedagogical strategies might be a first answer to overcome the implicit
deficit view underlying current texts and discourses around mobile students in public
schools. Such strategies offer opportunities to foreground the diverse strengths of mobile
children, instead of considering only their limitations with respect to standard achievement
expectations. We believe these three key elements could help improve teaching and
learning environments in public schools for all children, not only those in repeated
mobility.

This reading suggests two final analytical comments, one about the weaknesses of
current provisions for mobile students, and the other, about the qualities of these “third
spaces.”
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On the one hand, our reading suggests that schools in Switzerland are still far from finding a
consistent response to the needs of children in repeated mobility, in part because of the absence
of engagement with these questions in current educational guidelines. A second reason appears
to be the observed general reluctance among school directors and teachers to consider family
mobility projects at the time of enrolment. Even when this is done, it tends to have little impact
on the definition of the child’s educational program. Parents sometimes find it difficult to
communicate these intentions, needs and questions, especially if they do not master the local
language. This limited relationship with the school may affect parents’ room for action and
decision-making, notably during orientation phases (de Haan and Wissink 2013; Elbers and
Haan 2014). A third reason is that school programs themselves appear to be still based on the
idea of a sedentary national population, with little room to address the realities of globalization,
human mobility, and the diversity of cultural systems and histories. A fourth reason is that
teachers seem poorly prepared to welcome mobile children, with little knowledge about the
diversity of forms of mobility that predominate today, and the possible adaptations they can
make to meet the challenges and opportunities brought by cultural and linguistic diversities in
their classes. Based on our fieldwork, we believe that such issues deserve to be included in
teachers’ basic training.

In addition to the foregoing, the focus on language acquisition and on ensuring
“equality of treatment” means that mobile children are offered little opportunity to valorize
their existing knowledge and to develop in the domains in which they have expertise ahead
of the other students. This represents a loss for both the newly arrived and existing
children in the classroom who could benefit from knowledge exchange and individualized
learning pathways. What we conclude from our exploration, therefore, is that the school
system currently does not know how to prepare children whose families are likely to leave
Switzerland after a few years for their future mobility. The impression of not being
understood by the schools, or the fear that their children are not developing the skills that
would be required to join desired educational tracks in other countries, may thus bring
families in repeated mobility to withdraw their children from public schools (Levitan
2019).

On the other hand, we have observed the interest and strength of certain local initiatives
in special settings, which we have coined “third spaces.” It is interesting to reflect on how
these initiatives correspond to some features identified in the sociocultural psychology and
educational research literature. Studies suggest that in order to engage in school tasks,
children need to make sense of the situation (Rochex 1998). For children coming from
families or daily life conditions whose sociocultural norms differ from what they find in
the classroom, sense-making can be supported by helping the child to create links across
spheres of experience, be it through activities, the circulation of symbolic resources and
objects, the student’s language skills, or the sense they confer upon activities (Akkerman
and Bakker 2011; Crafter 2011; Crafter et al. 2017; Grossen et al. 2012; Mehmeti and
Zittoun 2019; Moll et al. 1992; Zittoun and Grossen 2012). Another way to improve the
learning environment for students is to create spaces of a more ludic or aesthetic character,
between learning and playing, that support children’s engagement and the acquisition and
development of skills (Cole 1996, 2019; Gutiérrez 2008; Mehmeti and Perret-Clermont
2016; Walker 2014). All-in-all these connections highlight the importance of recognition,
within the school, of children’s specific life experiences, the languages they master, and
the diverse skills and capacities they possess that are not normally acknowledged at school
(Gutiérrez 2008; Gutiérrez et al. 1999). Research has also emphasized the importance of
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family-school dialogue and exchange. Children as learners are not isolated beings; they
belong to a specific relational entity with a its own history, norms, and projects. In various
ways, family school communication and collaboration with families can support and foster
the children’s educational progress (Akkerman and Bakker 2019; Bronfenbrenner 1986;
Marsico et al. 2013). Regarding the teaching-learning situation itself, our work has shown
the importance of the quality of the institutional framework or dispositive that have a
“transitional” function, that is, that accompany children or learner in their transitions to a
new institutional setting. Under certain conditions, teachers can create frameworks that
afford a safe enough “thinking space” (Perret-Clermont 2004, 2015), that welcome
learners from an insecure positions, providing them with social recognition, acknowledg-
ing their personal skills and strengths, tolerating trials and errors, and therefore supporting
both their identity and learning in the transition process (Zittoun 2004; Zittoun and Perret-
Clermont 2009). Such settings prepare children for departing and arriving, which is
achieved when the two settings conscientiously interact and coordinate the student’s
experience (Zittoun 2006, 2016).

Our reading thus suggests that some initiatives proposed to welcome and support mobile
children (whether integration classes or support programs like DAZ courses) have many of
these transitional qualities of “third spaces.” While acknowledging the risk that sheltered
spaces on the margins of the main school program can hinder the future educational trajectory
of some children, effective third spaces can also offer certain advantages. Ideally, they
acknowledge the skills and knowledge that children have developed in various spheres of
experience; they consider the family’s past trajectory and future plans, and they provide a safe
thinking space for the children. The effectiveness of such third spaces depends heavily,
however, on teachers’ commitments and creativity, and also on whether financial resources
allow teachers to treat the children in their singularity. These features could facilitate the
inclusion of children in certain school systems in a large variety of situations, not necessarily
only those connected to situations of repeated mobility.

There may be other specific educational arrangements that are beneficial for welcoming
mobile children. In this respect, the long expertise of international schools in welcoming
the children of families in repeated mobility may offer additional insights (Hayden and
Thompson 1995). However, while there is a growing body of research on the management,
curricula and clientele of international schools (Bates 2010), including the identity-
formation and cultural adaptation of their globally mobile students and teachers
(Grimshaw and Sears 2008; Hacohen 2012; Langinier and Gyger Gaspoz 2015), we found
less accessible research on the specific pedagogical strategies, activities and resources that
they use to accompany the arrival and transition of newcomer students and their families.
These deserve, in our view, to be further researched, highlighted, encouraged, and
supported.

Limitations to our study include the small number of classes documented, the lack of
interviews with relevant officials needed to probe questions of educational policies, and the
lack of perspectives from the children and the families. All this is anticipated for a future phase
of research. Finally, the interviews and observations were conducted over a short period of
time and therefore represent more of a ‘snapshot’ than a developmental perspective that we
feel would be important for fully elaborating our case studies. Nevertheless, we believe that,
given its multi-layered approach, this fieldwork enables us to highlight some interesting
dimensions—and the complexity of the continuities and discontinuities between our different
levels of analysis.
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Conclusion

Switzerland is a small country on the world map, yet an important player in international
exchanges and relations. As one of the European countries with the highest rates of migrants
per capita, it can also be seen as a small laboratory when it comes to changes in mobility
patterns and in the measures developed to address them. Hence, we hope that our work on
institutional responses to the increasing number of children in repeated mobility also raises
questions which may have a more general scope. First, when it comes to the issue of inclusion
of children at school, we invite educational actors to move away from a focus on the child’s
individual skill deficiencies and to take a more systemic perspective on the institutional and
relational settings in which children are welcomed. One may thus ask, beyond the issues met
by children at school, what are the larger contradictions within the system generating difficult
teaching-learning situations? Second, we invite educational actors to consider mobile children
beyond the legal or administrative definition of the migratory status of their families. Rather,
we propose that attention be given to the specificity of the mobility experiences of children.
One may ask, what are the social, linguistic and creative skills children learn and develop in
the course of mobility experiences, and how to draw on them when designing school
programs? Third, we invite a reopening of the question of integration when it comes to school
life; after all, mobile children, who may not settle in the country for a long time, bring about
new questions for classrooms and the educational system. How can we learn from the
experience of children? How can children’s specific and diverse experiences contribute to
the transformation and enrichment of the school’s shared knowledge—what it teaches, and
how it conceives itself? By these reflections, we hope to have shown that a consideration of
how schools welcome mobile children may invite us to question some of the basic assump-
tions about purposes underlying learning and instruction.

Annex 1 Five dimensions for the analysis of school policies

1. Emerging conceptions of
migration and mobility

1.1. How do headteachers / directors understand the terms migration and
mobility ?

1.2. How do they describe the process for the school integration of
migrant/mobile children?

1.3. Which challenges do they associate with the school integration of
migrant/mobile children?

2. Relations with the family 2.1. How does the school organize the first contact with the child/the
family?

2.2. How is the family project taken into account into the plans of the school
for the integration of this child?

2.3. How does the school communicate with the family later on?
3. Orientation and first day of

school
3.1. Which is the process through which the child is oriented to a specific

school/school level/ordinary classroom/special class?
3.2. Which information and criteria are taken into account for the orientation

decision?
3.3. Which information and instructions are given to the teachers when a

migrant/mobile child first arrives in their classroom?
4. Special measures in place 4.1. Which special measures are in place in this school for migrant/mobile

children? How do they implement/complement the support measures
described in the law?
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1. Emerging conceptions of
migration and mobility

1.1. How do headteachers / directors understand the terms migration and
mobility ?

4.2. How do children go in and out of these special measures?
5. Teachers’ training and support 5.1. How have the local teachers been trained regarding integration of

migrant/mobile children?
5.2. Which resources are available for the teachers working with

mobile/migrant children?
5.3. Are there events, meetings, training planned for the teachers working

on these topics?

Annex 2. Arrêté 410.512.3 du canton of Neuchâtel, du 2 juillet 2014,
article 2

Art. 2 Au sens du présent arrêté, on entend par:
a) élèves ayant des besoins éducatifs particuliers: les élèves qui rencontrent de grandes

difficultés en matière de facultés d'apprentissage ou de réalisation, de compétences sociales
ou de comportement et qui ne peuvent pas, plus, ou seulement partiellement suivre le
programme de l'école ordinaire;

b) mesures d'adaptation: les mesures d'aménagement, les mesures de soutien et les mesures
techniques;

c) mesures d'aménagement: les mesures qui consistent en l'adaptation du travail en classe
par l'enseignant-e notamment par la mise en œuvre d'un programme scolaire adapté, par le
biais de consignes, d’exercices différenciés et de temps supplémentaire;

d) mesures de soutien: les mesures qui consistent en un soutien pédagogique ordinaire ou
spécialisé, un soutien à l’intégration, un soutien par le mouvement ou un soutien langagier;

Annex 3 Report of the Community for Integration and Multicultural
Cohesion (CICM) from the Republic and Canton of Neuchâtel, 2013-2017

Selected parts (Section “Politique interculturelle à Neuchâtel”, p.5)
Le canton de Neuchâtel a inscrit l'intégration des personnes étrangères et la protection des

minorités comme une tâche étatique14, principe appuyé dans sa loi sur l'intégration et la
cohésion multiculturelle. La spécificité du canton de Neuchâtel réside dans une approche
interculturelle en matière de politique d'intégration (s’appuyant sur les principes de diversité,
égalité et dialogue)… Le but de la politique interculturelle neuchâteloise, tel qu’inscrit dans la
loi cantonale sur l’intégration et la cohésion multiculturelle [Ordonnance 132.04, daté du 26
août 1996]15 n'est pas l'intégration mais la cohésion sociale, l'égale dignité et le bien-être de
chacune et de chacun. L'intégration, quant à elle, est un processus réciproque qui implique
d’une part la responsabilité individuelle et d’autre part l’ouverture de la société d’accueil. Elle
part du principe que les identités et les cultures sont multiples et variables et que, non figées,
elles évoluent au contact les unes des autres. Ceci vaut aussi pour la(les) culture(s)
majoritaire(s).

14 Source : Constitution de la République et Canton de Neuchâtel (Cst. NE), September 2000, art 5. al. d.
15 Source: http://rsn.ne.ch/DATA/program/books/rsne/htm/13204.htm
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