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Abstract: Since the Serbian Ministry of Education issued a policy document on the inclusion 
of refugee children in the education system in August 2017, all refugee children age 7–15 
have been enrolled in primary schools. The aim of the research was to create recommendation 
for the policy and practice improvement based on understanding the challenges for the 
successful inclusion of refugee children in schools and good practices. Focus group and semi-
structured interviews were conducted with 167 participants (including refugee children and 
parents). The most noticeable challenges for the successful inclusion of refugee children at 
the system level were: a) lack of timely information, b) lack of comprehensive documents 
and standardized procedures of children’s assessment, c) lack of (financial) support for 
schools and d) lack of cooperation with parents, local communities and NGOs. The most 
relevant challenges at the school and teacher level were: a) traditional teaching methods 
and lack of individualization, b) teachers’ low expectations and discriminatory practices, c) 
peer’s discrimination. All participants agree that the language is the main barrier for both 
learning and socializing. Good practices related to good cooperation between schools and 
NGOs, horizontal learning, creative, flexible and respectful approach to refugee children 
and their parents.
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Introduction

The world’s growing refugee crisis requires a common response from all relevant 
actors and decision makers in order to ensure conditions in which the basic needs 
of both adults and children refugees will be met. In 2016, the United Nations 
General Assembly adopted the New York Declaration on Refugees and Migrants 
that aims to protect and support the refugees’ realization of their rights. As far as 
children are concerned, one of the major obligations of the countries that refugees 
are coming to is to provide them with quality education.

Starting from this premise, we strived to map the prerequisites of high-quality 
education for the refugees; therefore, we realized a research that will be presented 
in this paper. The research was realized by CIP – Center for Interactive Pedagogy 
and its external experts within the project “Inclusion of children and parents 
in refugee and migration situation”, supported by Save the Children International, 
and the project number 179018, supported by the Ministry of Education, Science 
and Technological Development of the Republic of Serbia.

Refugee children education – challenges and good practices

One of the main challenges in the education of refugee children is the 
accessibility, usually hindered by factors such as the distance from the schools, 
lack of transportation, and lack of escorts The data that shows that only 61% of 
the refugee children attend primary school (this percentage stands at 50% in low 
income countries) as opposed to 91% of non-refugee children.

There are also many factors that hinder the quality of education, once refugee 
children have been enrolled. Poor attendance is mostly a result of lack of both 
material (textbooks, school supplies, school meals, etc.) and social support (support 
to the learning and socialization processes by the teachers and the local children). 
Children’s achievement is directly related to the organization of teaching (whether 
the refugee children are segregated in special schools/classes or attend class together 
with the local children), teachers’ level of prejudices and competence to work 
in a multicultural context, peer relationships and bullying (Altinyelken, 2009; 
Kovač-Cerović and Vulić, 2016; UNHCR, 2016)

Good practice examples can mostly be found in countries with a long tradition 
of educating refugee children, countries in which the refugees plan on settling down. 
One of such effective practices is early education and parental involvement in their 
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children’s education. It is also necessary to prepare teachers for work in a multicultural 
context in which they will pay attention to the needs of all children and keep high 
expectations, and to implement psychosocial support programs with the children 
and their parents (IRC, 2009; Kovač-Cerović and Vulić, 2016).

Awareness of various models of learning the local language is also important from 
the perspective of potential educational interventions as mastering the language 
is prerequisite for the refugee children’s successful integration. In some countries, 
language lessons are organized only for refugee children (before starting the school) 
in segregated classes. However, all scholars and practitioners agree that children 
should not stay in special classes with accelerated learning programmes for longer 
than needed, to avoid segregation (Taguma et al., 2010). More common model of 
language learning foresees that the refugee children attend regular classes from the 
very start, and learn the language “along the way”, in class and through interactions 
with their peers, and are provided with additional support, i.e. additional language 
lessons in school (Kovač-Cerović and Vulić, 2016).

However, there has been fewer studies dealing with refugee education in the 
countries which they perceive as only “transit” countries, which is the case of Serbia. 
Therefore, we aimed at revealing the challenges in the inclusion of refugee children 
in formal education, as well as practices that led towards their successful inclusion, 
and at defining recommendations for the improvement of current policies and 
practices related to refugees’ education in Serbia.

Current study – context and goals

After the EU closed its borders in March 2016 it became common for refugees 
to stay in Serbia for several months or years. Therefore, Serbian authorities started 
to invest major efforts in including refugee3 children in mandatory elementary 
education. The first groups of children were enrolled in December 2016, whereas 
the majority the children age 7–15 were enrolled in primary school in the school 
year 2017/18, after the Ministry issued Professional Guidance on the Inclusion 
of Refugee and Asylum-Seeking Pupils in the Education System ordering the 
enrolment of all refugee children registered in Serbia in elementary schools and 
defining the enrolment requirements and procedures. Staff of the newly included 

3 This paper uses the attribute “refugee” to denote migrant, asylum seeking and refugee children 
and their parents and the attribute “local” to denote children (peers) and parents who are nationals 
of Serbia.
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schools attended training on intercultural education, learning Serbian as a foreign 
language and implementing the Ministry’s Guidance.

Current study represents a part of the project aimed at contributing towards 
designing a safe and supportive school context for refugee children learning 
and development. Its contribution was through creating evidence-based 
recommendations for education policy makers, practitioners and other stakeholders 
for the improvement of the process and practices of including refugee children 
in formal education. In order to provide such recommendations, we set up two 
research tasks. The first one was to explore the challenges and obstacles to the 
successful inclusion of refugee children in the Serbian education system, that is, 
primary education, which is compulsory and free of charge by Law. The second 
task was to explore and promote successful responses to challenges, that is, good 
practices of including refugee children in the Serbian education system despite 
the present challenges.

At the time this study was conducted (November 2017 – February 2018), there 
were about 4000 refugees in Serbia and there were 447 refugee children enrolled 
in 37 elementary schools all around Serbia. It means that our interlocutors had 
three to twelve months of experience with the process of including refugee children 
in Serbian schools, so that they were able to discuss the challenges and effective 
solutions to these challenges.

Methodological framework

Participants

In order to accomplish research tasks, we applied a multidimensional approach, 
that is we involved participants from several categories in the study (see Table 1). 
We selected five elementary schools in the territory of the City of Belgrade, the 
capital of Serbia, with various experiences in working with refugee children. The 
schools’ management, class and subject teachers, expert associates and pedagogical 
assistants in each of these schools took part in the research. The representatives of 
the Belgrade School Administration, of unaccompanied children’s guardians4 and 
representatives of NGOs involved the most in the inclusion of refugee children 

4 Under the Asylum Law, unaccompanied children denote all aliens under 18 years of age 
not accompanied by their parents or guardians during or upon entry to the Republic of Serbia. Social 
Welfare Centers are entitled to assign only temporary guardians to the unaccompanied children, whose 
tasks are, inter alia, tasked to help children take decisions affecting their everyday lives, especially 
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in Belgrade schools also participated in the research. The research covered local 
children attending lower and higher grades of one of the elementary schools included 
in the research, as well as their parents. Refugee children and their parents, as 
well as unaccompanied minors who took part in the research were accommodated 
in the Krnjača Asylum Center in Belgrade. They were originally from Afghanistan, 
Iran or Iraq. Refugee children (both accompanied and unaccompanied) attended 
one of the schools that were selected for this research.

Table 1. Breakdown of Research Participants

Category Number

Teachers 60

Principals and Deputy Principals 6

Expert associates/ School counsellors 12

School Administration representatives 2

Guardians of unaccompanied children 3

NGO representatives 10

Local children 16

Parents of local children 16

Accompanied refugee children 19

Unaccompanied refugee children 10

Parents of refugee children 13

Total 167

Data collection

All adult participants and the parents/guardians of (both refugee and local) 
children signed the research consent forms before the research began. The consent 
forms for the refugee participants had been translated into their native language. 
All participants were informed of the research goal and procedure, and the way 
their data would be used and kept (in compliance with the protection of privacy 
principle). They were clearly told that their participation was voluntary and that 
they would not bear any consequences if they decided not to participate.

Focus group discussions were conducted with the children and their parents, as 
well as with the teachers and pedagogical assistants, and NGO representatives, while 
semi-structured interviews were conducted with the school principals and expert 

those affecting them in the longer term (e.g. where they will live and educate themselves), ensuring 
their safety and access to services they may benefit from.
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associates, School Administration representatives and guardians of unaccompanied 
children in the period November 2017 – February 2018. Psychologists and 
pedagogues experienced in working with children from vulnerable groups conducted 
the interviews and Farsi interpreters helped in communication with the refugee 
participants. Interviews and focus group discussions with school representatives 
and the local children and parents were organized in the schools, while those with 
refugee children and parents were conducted in the camp management offices 
in the Krnjača Asylum Centre5.

The focus group interview guides comprised several thematic areas. All guides 
included the following topics: challenges, good practice examples and support 
needed in the school enrolment process, in the organization and delivery of 
teaching, in establishing positive social relations and in cooperation with the 
relevant stakeholders and institutions. The views and experiences of both local 
and refugee younger children (1st to 4th grade) were explored with the help of 
visual techniques, such as drawing, mapping and modelling. For the purpose of 
this paper we will present only our analysis of challenges and good practices, that 
served as a basis for defining recommendations for policy makers and practitioners.

Data analysis

After the interviews have been transcribed, we applied inductive thematic 
analysis (Kuckartz, 2014). We have not relied on any categorization of challenges 
but searched for the themes that were emerging from the data. Researchers 
collaborated from the phase of line by line coding until the finalization of code 
structure after several rounds of revisions. When we registered challenges, we 
searched for the examples of good practices (where possible) that proved to be 
successful responses to the challenges.

In order to better understand these challenges and good practices, and to 
systematize recommendations for addressing these challenges, in the final stage of 
data interpretation we relied on Bronfenbrenner’s (1992) ecological model and further 
elaboration of this model (e.g. Neal and Neal (2013). We believed that further endeavours 
to create a safe and supportive school context for the learning and development of 
refugee children is highly dependent on the characteristics of the individual (child 
him/herself ) and Bronfenbrenner’s “layers” of environment – microsystem (child’s 
immediate surrounding – family and other significant “others”), mesosystem (school 

5 We will use the terms (asylum) centre and camp interchangeably.
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climate – teachers’, peers’ and local parents’ relationships; conditions in the asylum 
centres), exosystem (governmental and nongovernmental organizations, agencies, 
ministries, their cooperation and actions) and macrosystem (broader social values 
in a Serbian context). Since we aimed at defining recommendations for policy 
makers and practitioners, we focused mostly on the system-related layers in which 
the change can be achieved in a shorter period of time and with less investments 
(meso- and exo-system and their interaction). Only laterally we addressed the 
characteristics of refugee children, micro- and macro-system, whereas the analysis 
of the Bronfenbrenner’s Chronosystem was out of scope of this paper.

Results

The analysis of participants’ answers yielded fifteen categories – themes that 
referred to challenges in the successful inclusion of refugee children in the Serbian 
regular primary schools. Besides that, we extracted successful solutions for the 
challenges – good practices in the inclusion of refugee children. In the final stage of 
data interpretation, we categorized the challenges, and therefore the good practices, 
in four categories, depending on the Bronfenbrenner’s level at which they appear.

In the following table we present the main themes, that is challenges, starting 
from the Bronfenbrenner’s individual level, ending with the cross-cutting theme. 
We also present the consequences, that is – negative outcomes of such challenges, 
as perceived by our interlocutors, as well as successful responses to these challenges 
(good practices) if our participants’ narratives contained them. In the conclusion 
and recommendation section, we will, however, focus only on the challenges and 
good practices from the Bronfenbrenner’s meso- and exo-system.

Table 2.  Challenges in the inclusion of refugee children in Serbian primary 
education, consequences and good practices

Challenges 
– main themes

Description of main themes
Consequences of the 

challenges

Good practices 
– successful responses 

to the challenges

Individual level

Stress and 
traumatization

The state of distress and 
trauma caused by the 
experience in the home 
country and/or during the 
journey

Children are anxious and 
sad, they have challenges 
with attention and focus;
Parents are anxious and 
depressed because they 
do not know how to cope 
both with their own stress 
and their children’s stress

Sporadic examples of 
cooperation with NGOs 
that provide psychosocial 
support to refugees
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Challenges 
– main themes

Description of main themes
Consequences of the 

challenges

Good practices 
– successful responses 

to the challenges

Children 
motivation

Adolescents’ understanding 
that Serbia is only a transit 
country, their endeavours 
to continue their journey 
as soon as possible, 
and lack of motivation 
to study in Serbia; lack 
of concentration when 
political circumstances 
affecting their stay/ journey 
change

Adolescents do 
not attend school 
regularly, they lack 
concentration at classes

Flexible class structure/ 
school schedule that 
meets different needs, 
negotiation with students 
regarding the routines 
in school and camp and 
their safety

Microsystem level

Parents’ beliefs Cultural beliefs and norms 
related to appropriate 
children’s behaviour (mostly 
referring to girls’ dressing 
and behaviour) 

Girls stop attending 
classes and/or are 
not active during 
the classes, they do 
not interact with peers 
during the breaks

/

Parents’ 
perspective 
on their status 
in Serbia

Refugee parents’ 
understanding that Serbia 
is only a transit country, 
negating the fact that the 
family will stay in Serbia for 
a longer period, even some 
forms of revolt because of 
the prolonged stay in Serbia

Children do not attend 
school

NGO representatives 
educating parents, 
informing them about 
their rights and duties, as 
well as the benefit their 
children will have from 
attending school.

Mesosystem level

Organization of 
the classes

Logistical and 
organizational challenges, 
including: lack of 
transportation, strict meal 
schedules in the camps and 
lack of meals in the schools, 
lack of space in schools and 
short time that children 
spend in the schools

Refugee children do 
not have routine, they do 
not feel as they belong 
to school, they spend less 
time with peers (less time 
for socializing) and have 
less time to learn Serbian 
language

Flexible organization of 
classes

Traditional 
teaching methods 
and lack of 
individualization

Ex cathedra teaching 
methods and lack of 
adjustment of materials, 
approach and assessment

Refugee children do 
not understand the 
content, they are 
insufficiently engaged, 
they feel isolated and 
bored

Peer teaching, small 
group work, experiments 
and field-work, use of 
individualized materials, 
computer and other 
teaching aids.

Lack of remedial 
classes, additional 
classes and 
extracurricular 
activities in the 
schools and 
centres

No time for (or no offer of) 
remedial classes, additional 
classes or after-school clubs

Refugee children do 
not have opportunity 
to show their talents and 
improve some skills and 
have less opportunity for 
socializing

Involving children 
in organization and 
realization of joint 
celebrations and plays, 
organization of sports 
events in the local 
community

cont. from page 141
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Challenges 
– main themes

Description of main themes
Consequences of the 

challenges

Good practices 
– successful responses 

to the challenges

Teachers’ low 
expectations and 
discriminatory 
practices

Inadequate understanding 
of goals of including 
refugee children in regular 
education and own 
responsibilities as teachers; 
low expectations of 
children; explicit or subtle 
discrimination

Refugee children do 
not use their potentials, 
their self-esteem is 
harmed, they feel 
“invisible” and isolated or 
ashamed and worthless.

/

Local children’s 
discrimination 
against refugee 
children

Local children’s dismissive 
attitude towards refugee 
children (refusal to play with 
them, seat next to them, 
and tendency to provoke 
them and in some cases 
behave violently

Refugee children feel 
isolated, confused and 
unsafe

Mediation, involvement 
of local children parents, 
fostering empathy among 
local students through 
the workshops

Safety in the camp Children’s placement 
in the barracks with adults 
who behave violently, 
threaten them or steal their 
belongings

Refugee children feel 
unsafe and anxious, 
cannot sleep, cannot 
study

School staff establishes 
the dialogue with asylum 
centre representatives 
about possible solutions 
of safety problems

Exosystem level

Lack of schools’ 
cooperation with 
parents, local 
communities and 
NGOs

Lack of opportunities for 
the school staff to meet 
parents before the children 
have been enrolled, and 
lack of contacts after the 
enrolment; lack of school 
management’s perception 
of NGOs as (potential) 
partner; no cooperation 
between local community 
and schools

Refugee parents 
feel uninformed and 
insufficiently engaged, 
whereas school staff feel 
overwhelmed (with most 
responsibilities and least 
resources) 

NGO staff as 
a “connection” between 
the parents and the 
school, cooperation with 
the local community on 
the organization of sports 
events.

Lack of timely 
information

Lack of information about 
children’s prior knowledge 
and psychological wellbeing 
(for schools), school 
staff’s lack of knowledge 
on refugees’ cultural 
characteristics; lack of 
timely information of 
enrolment procedures, 
refugees’ rights and duties.

School staff feel anxious, 
doubts their own 
competences, refugee 
parents feel confused and 
concerned

Cooperation between 
the school and NGO 
staff – organization of 
PTA meetings, joint 
assessment of children’s 
knowledge, teachers’ 
visits to the camps

Lack of 
comprehensive 
documents and 
standardized 
procedures 
of children 
assessment

Lack of detailed guidance 
for teachers on how to keep 
records of the refugee 
pupils, monitor their 
progress or grade them and 
how to issue school reports

Teacher feel confused, 
children do not get 
feedback for their 
engagement and 
knowledge

Teacher ideas exchange, 
flexible and creative 
approach
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Challenges 
– main themes

Description of main themes
Consequences of the 

challenges

Good practices 
– successful responses 

to the challenges

Lack of (financial) 
support to schools

Lack of resources for 
printing the individualized 
teaching materials and 
purchasing teaching 
aids, lack of textbooks, 
notebooks and other 
materials for students, lack 
of rewarding system for 
teachers and continuous 
professional support

Teachers feel frustrated 
and demotivated; the 
quality of teaching is low 
and refugee children feel 
demotivated.

Proactivity in finding 
other sources of financing

Cross-cutting

Language barrier Refugees’ lack of 
knowledge or poor 
understanding of Serbian 
language, teachers’ and 
peers’ lack of knowledge of 
refugees’ mother tongue 
and poor understanding of 
English

Communication and 
cooperation between all 
actors are burdened.

Engagement of “cultural 
mediators” (interpreters), 
organization of Serbian 
language classes in the 
camps (even before the 
enrolment in the school) 

Conclusions and recommendations

We can conclude that there are no challenges related to accessibility of 
education, but there are still some challenges related to attendance and quality 
of refugee children education in Serbia. In line with the findings from other 
countries (Altinyelken, 2009; Kovač-Cerović and Vulić, 2016; UNHCR, 2016), we 
determined that lack of transportation, lack of study materials for students and 
lack of social support (including even discriminatory practices by some teachers 
and peers) result in the low attendance rates of refugee children and their impaired 
wellbeing. On the other hand, effective social support and positive school climate, 
reflected in the welcome events organized for refugees, peer mentorship, creative 
and respectful teachers’ behaviour, proved to have a positive impact on refugee 
children’s attendance and socialization.

Lack of teacher competences, along with the lack of remedial classes result 
in lower motivation and achievements of refugee children and lack of extracurricular 
activities prevents refugee children from better socializing with local peers. On 
the other hand, there were many examples of good teaching practices, such as 
small group work and peer-teaching, field visits and experiments, that resulted 
in greater refugee children motivation, engagement and achievement. Active ideas 

cont. from page 143
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exchange between teachers helped them prepare the learning materials and realize 
the classes effectively. Flexible schedule, open and respectful approach towards 
refugee children and their parents proved to have a positive impact, as well.

Although many participants mentioned lack of timely information and lack of 
cooperation as severe challenges, we revealed several examples of good cooperation 
between schools and NGOs that helped schools and refugee parents overcome 
issues with the lack of information. Through this cooperation, some refugee parents 
were provided with accurate information about the Serbian education system, 
students’ rights and duties. In the couple of cases they also had the opportunity 
to meet teachers in the camps before their children have been enrolled to the 
school. NGO representative provide relevant information about the cultural 
characteristics, as well as children’s prior knowledge and psychological wellbeing 
to the teachers and school associates, which helped them organize the process of 
inclusion. Language barriers were successfully addressed by the organization of 
short but intensive Serbian language classes prior to enrolment and by engagement 
of cultural mediators at the beginning of the school year.

Refugee children and parents were not the only ones who benefited from 
these inclusive practices. Our participants highlighted that local children became 
more empathetic, that teachers improved their intercultural competences, and 
that the climate in schools changed for the better – staff described the feelings 
of togetherness and pride.

Based on these findings and conclusions, as well as on the literature (e.g. IRC, 
2014; OECD, 2010; UNHCR, 2016), we can define several recommendations 
for practitioners and policy makers in Serbia. Although we divided these 
recommendations by the Bronfenbrenner’s levels, one should note that these 
levels are highly inter-related and that, without the support of Ministries, School 
administrations and other governmental institutions, schools and camps cannot 
easily apply the recommendations defined for their level.

Recommendations for the mesosystem:
1. Pedagogical-psychological assessments of the children prior to their enrolment 

should be made (e.g. by NGO and school staff )
2. Electronic database, with examples of good practices, lesson plans, tailored 

materials and links to the materials/resources available online should be created
3. Focused trainings, providing the school staff with enough “room” to share 

experiences, should be held on an ongoing basis
4. Teachers’ competencies for intercultural and interactive approach, 

individualization, formative grading and giving constructive feedback should 
be improved
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5. Refugee parents should be more involved (e.g. through the PTA meetings, 
Open Door Days, celebrations, workshops and other extracurricular activities)

6. Local peers should be actively involved (workshops, welcome events, mentoring, 
peer-teaching)

7. Time the refugee children spend in school should be organized in a way that 
will enable them to attend additional classes and take part in school clubs 
and extracurricular activities

8. Activities in the community rallying both the local population and the refugees 
– e.g. holiday celebrations, sports, cultural or art events should be organized

9. The camp meal schedules should be more flexibly to allow children to spend 
more time in school and the school meals should be provided (e.g. through 
active seeking for financial and material support from the local self-governments 
and local community)

10. Adequate accommodation for unaccompanied minors regularly attending 
school (either accommodate them together, in a separate facility or in rooms/
barracks in which families are living) should be provided
Recommendations for the exosystem:

1. Ministry should provide guidelines on keeping records of refugee children, 
monitoring their progress and grading, and standardize the documents issued 
to the children transferring to other schools or completing school

2. A system for rewarding teachers and expert associates working in the Teams 
supporting refugee children should be put in place, whereas school staff 
violating the rights of the child or discriminating against the children should 
be sanctioned

3. Ministry and School Administration should be a better support to the schools 
(e.g. coordinating the children’s assessment, initiating school staff meetings 
with the parents, work on school documents and student plans)

4. Refugee children should be provided with textbooks, backpacks and school 
supplies promptly, and schools should get timely and more meaningful 
material support

5. Systematic, short and intensive Serbian language courses should be organized 
in the centres as soon as refugees arrive
Even though this was a small-scale research done solely in one Serbian town, we 

believe that these recommendations can be applied in other contexts in Serbia and 
in other countries with limited experience regarding the education of the refugee 
population. This research has clearly shown that, for the change to happen, two 
necessary conditions need to be met: a) change in attitudes, norms and believes 
of significant adults (school representatives, representatives of different agencies 
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connected to human rights and education, policy makers, parents etc.) and children 
(local children) and b) systemic changes (educational policies, social and health 
policies etc.), that is, re-culturation and restructuration are needed (Fullan, 1993) 
for the change to be sustainable.
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