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PROMISING PRACTICE TITLE: How a comprehensive capacity building program to ensure enrolment of refugee 
and migrant children in schools led the Serbian education system to embrace inclusion and multiculturalism 

FOCUS AREA: Education sector in Serbia 
UNICEF CONTACT PERSON: Tanja Rankovic, UNICEF Education Specialist, trankovic@unicef.org 

GOVERNMENT PARTNERS:  Vesna Nedeljkovic, Assistant Minister, Ministry of Education, Science and 
Technological Development 

ABSTRACT 
This document provides an overview of UNICEF Serbia Country Office’s experience of successfully promoting and 
obtaining equal school enrolment for refugee and migrant children into the national school system, and includes 
the main steps taken, achievements and challenges faced. Overall, UNICEF Serbia sought solutions and innovative 
ideas to overcome the obstacles of enrolling such a diverse population of children into the Serbian national 
education system. First, we describe some key elements, which could be adapted and replicated in other 
countries: developing a curriculum for teaching Serbian as a foreign language; establishing a cross-border school 
report; focusing on building competences by promoting non-formal learning opportunities; strengthening 
institutions; and promoting the participation of children and parents. Second, we share some lessons learned, 
such as engaging parents towards the sustainability of activities, and developing age and gender appropriate 
measures to ensure inclusion of unaccompanied and separated children (UASC) and female adolescents. Finally, 
we illustrate how this practice will be taken forward, focusing on quality learning as well as strengthening the 
education system to become more inclusive. 

BACKGROUND  
Based on policy and practice of inclusive education introduced 2009 in Serbia and following the influx of migrants 
and refugees, during school years 2016–2017 and 2017–2018, UNICEF Serbia and the Ministry of Education 
(MoESTD) designed activities to promote children’s inclusion in the education system. These were developed and 
implemented in four phases: i) developing an initial concept; ii) piloting this initial approach; iii) scaling up the 
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model; and iv) supporting the MoESTD for further coordination and implementation1. Monitoring was embedded 
throughout implementation, and schools and teachers reported that they benefited from the many different types 
of support provided by the MoESTD, UNICEF partners and external experts2. UNICEF promoted the inclusion in 
the mainstream education system of children accommodated in asylum and reception centres throughout the 
country; provided capacity building on inclusive education, cultural orientation, competence-based learning, and 
support for about 500 staff members in 70 education institutions; and provided information to parents and 
children about education opportunities. More than 2000 refugee and migrant children and their local school peers 
have benefits from improved teaching and learning process: peer support, individualisation, differentiation, active 
participation, competences-based approach, intercultural school and classroom environment3. This strategy 
targeted primary and secondary education, while in 2018 an increased focus was placed on enrolment in 
preschool (a mandatory one year preparatory preschool programme). Understanding the challenges of enrolling 
refugee and migrant children – from more than five countries and of different ages and learning levels – led 
UNICEF Serbia also to boost activities in non-formal education, to support children’s equal and quality access to 
the mainstream system through a key (EU) lifelong competences-building approach.  

STRATEGY AND IMPLEMENTATION  
This section illustrates the key elements for enhancing the effectiveness of the UNICEF Country Office strategy: 

Overcoming language barriers: 
First, the language barrier was clearly one of the main obstacles to 
having children who do not speak Serbian enrolled and 
participating in a Serbian-dominated school system, without 
elements in place to include and support these children. 
It was noted from the very beginning that there was no curriculum 
available in-country for teaching Serbian as a foreign language—
to refugees, migrants or other foreigners residing in Serbia. Only 
the Faculty of Philology had developed a package for foreign 
students wishing to pursue tertiary education in Serbia. An initial attempt at training teachers through the Faculty 
of Philology proved not sufficient, and new linkages had to be established with universities where other European 
languages were taught, in order to draw parallels. UNICEF Serbia convened a gathering of experts – including 
experienced practitioners, school advisors and university professors – to develop suitable scenario, learning from 
how other foreign languages are taught to the Serbian people. As a result, the ‘Programmatic Support Framework: 
From Serbian as a foreign language to Serbian as the language of environment and education’ was developed in 
collaboration with NGO and donors support and then accredited. Following this process, the Serbian Institute for 
Improvement of Education and the Faculty of Philology developed a national syllabus for Serbian as a Foreign 
Language. 

Establishing a cross-border school report 
UNICEF education team had to address the issue of serving children ‘on the move’, for whom Serbia was 
considered a transit country while waiting to continue their journey to other countries of the European Union. 
Consequently, the second bottleneck faced was to motivate families and children to access a system that often 

                                                           
1 Total budget allocated by the Serbia Office can be estimated to be around 800.000 – 1.000.000 USD for all phases 
2 Monitoring the inclusion and education of migrant and refugee children with a view to enhancing support to school, final report, 
UNICEF, MoESTD (April 2018). 
3 Exact data on the case load are not available because of lack of real-time monitoring framework from authorities 
 

“We do not know how to teach foreigners, we are 
not accustomed to teaching foreigners, we have 
degrees as teachers of Serbian to domiciled 
children. We do the work, but we are not sure 
whether we are doing a good job; maybe it can be 
better and more efficient. Additional support and 
training for Serbian language teachers are needed.” 
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did not interest them, while still providing valuable education that could then be of use in other countries. The 
traditional emergency model applied in settings with static refugees or internally displaced people could not be 
adapted to the Serbian context. Therefore, UNICEF Serbia team decided to learn from an unexpected yet similar 
source: the international private education system, which enables children of foreigners to continue their 
education as they move from country to country at different points of time and having different learning 
backgrounds. This provided the idea of giving children a standard ‘school report’ with important information on 
the child and his/her progress against key competences. This report was conceived as a global school ‘passport’, 
which could be claimed from the school administration and presented to other schools in Europe.4 
 

Shifting the paradigm: from knowledge transfer to building competences 
When UNICEF Serbia and the MoESTD jointly designed the national response for the integration of refugee and 
migrant children, special attention was placed on the characteristics of the children. This group was characterized 
by seriously impoverished educational histories, including children who had been excluded from schools for a long 
time. Few had been included in education in transiting countries, and others had never attended school. 
Consequently, UNICEF efforts were on learning based on core competences that could ‘travel’ with the children 
to different countries, as opposed to transferring mere context-based knowledge based on contemporary 
pedagogy. The key competences (combination of knowledge, skills and attitudes) identified were adapted from 
the European Framework.5 The importance of focusing learning on acquiring these key competences was 
threefold: i) key competences that all individuals need for personal fulfilment and development, inclusion and 
employment are recognized as important in all European countries; ii) refugee and migrant children need strong 
support in their quest for meaning and the way they try to understand what is happening to them and their family; 
hence, education should be meaningful, authentic and focused on useful and transferable skills; iii) education for 
acquiring key competences was well suited for informal and non-formal settings, having creative and interactive 
activities in workshop format as the main methodological solution.  

Supporting formal education with non-formal learning opportunities 
In order to reinforce those competences for refugee and migrant children, access to mainstream Serbian 
education was promoted and supported, along with the provision of non-formal learning opportunities in asylum 
and reception centres.6  The learning programmes embedding these needed skills were delivered by different 
NGOs, schools and other providers. Informal and non-formal educational activities ranged from recreational 
activities to literacy, numeracy and life skills sessions. To this end, UNICEF Serbia contracted experts to develop 
materials on the different competences, which amplified and diversified the technical assistance provided by 
UNICEF.7 
 

Strengthening institutions and promoting children’s and parents’ participation 
UNICEF Serbia worked both at institutional level with the MoESTD and regional school administrations, and at 

individual level with teachers, parents and, of course, children. For 
instance, at the beginning of the school year 2017–2018, a 
significant resource was the Professional Guidance for the 
Inclusion of Refugee/Asylum Seeker Students in the Education 

                                                           
4 See a template of the School Report in Manual for Welcome Refugee and Migrant Children, page 111  
5 European Framework Key Competences for Lifelong Learning: 1) Communication in the mother tongue; 2) Communication in foreign 
languages; 3) Mathematical competence and basic competences in science and technology; 4) Digital competence; 5) Learning to learn; 
6) Social and civic competences; 7) Sense of initiative and entrepreneurship and, 8) Cultural awareness and expression. 
6 http://ec.europa.eu/education/policy/school/competences_en.htm 
7 One expert focused on preschool, one on adolescents, and one on non-formal education. 

“Workshops have been organized to discuss early 
marriage, religion, and the education system. 
Children have learned a lot and broadened their 
horizons.” 
 

https://www.youthpass.eu/en/help/for/youth-initiatives/learn/information/kcmothertongue/
https://www.youthpass.eu/en/help/for/youth-initiatives/learn/information/kcforeignlanguages/
https://www.youthpass.eu/en/help/for/youth-initiatives/learn/information/kcforeignlanguages/
https://www.youthpass.eu/en/help/for/youth-initiatives/learn/information/kcscience/
https://www.youthpass.eu/en/help/for/youth-initiatives/learn/information/kcdigital/
https://www.youthpass.eu/en/help/for/youth-initiatives/learn/information/kclearning/
https://www.youthpass.eu/en/help/for/youth-initiatives/learn/information/kcsocial/
https://www.youthpass.eu/en/help/for/youth-initiatives/learn/information/kcinitiative/
https://www.youthpass.eu/en/help/for/youth-initiatives/learn/information/kccultural/


 

4 
 

System, issued to schools by the MoESTD8. It provided pathways for ‘collective’ and individual enrolment of 
children in schools. This was a joint intersectoral effort with different stakeholders: centres for social work, health 
centres and civil society organizations. UNICEF played an important role in supporting establishment of local 
partnerships and overcoming the resistance of the local population to the enrolment of refugee and migrant 
children in schools. In all municipalities preparatory meetings were held. In addition, in 46 schools, a preparatory 
meeting was organized with the Parents’ Council. In 90 per cent of the schools, the Students’ Parliament was also 
informed, with a view to establishing an adequate support system for children at the school level. On the other 
hand, working with children and their families to offer all the necessary information about  Serbian education 
system and logistical support to attend school (including transport and snacks) was also of paramount importance: 
leaflets explaining education system in Serbia in all languages spoken among migrants and refugees were 
disseminated, Serbian language classes were organized; and asylum and reception centres arranged 
transportation from centre to school—for children and also including parents. Many schools involved the children 
in joint activities, such as outings, excursions and trips to the theatre. 

LESSONS LEARNED FOR REPLICABILITY  
During the implementation of the programmes, some aspects proved to be particularly challenging and should 
have been paid extra attention from the very beginning. 

Limited meaningful engagement of parents in their children’s educational development 
At the beginning of the second enrolment year, still very few parents were accompanying their children to schools 

and supporting them, for various reasons. The UNICEF programme 
organized meetings and information sessions with them, although 
this aspect was also a challenge and a missed opportunity to 
reinforce the linkages between the education system and the 
refugee and migrant families. Monitoring found that many 
teachers said they did not have individual contact with the parents 

of refugee and migrant children. Only 17 per cent of the teachers organized workshops with the parents of refugee 
and migrant children, while 43 per cent of the teachers said they did not engage parents in these activities. Hardly 
any national or international organizations have a fully-fledged curriculum and dedicated programme to ensure 
parents’ involvement in their children’s learning and development process, through positive parenting skills 
training and dedicating hours to be spent together with children. Lacking suitable programs and organized 
activities for parents in the centres and in the schools contributed to their passive behaviour related to parent’s 
role in supporting schooling for their children.  

Gaps in mainstreaming protection and gender: how to include male and female adolescents? 
While over 90 per cent of all children are enrolled in primary schools, only around 10 per cent in non-compulsory 
secondary schools (above 15 years old).  Designing and offering education programmes for UASC proved to be 
more challenging than anticipated. At the outset of the emergency, no specific measures and resources were 
developed and piloted to ensure that UASC could access education but thanking to the legal regulation and the 
fact that centers for social work were legal guardians and took over the care of UASC, they were enrolled in formal 
education before other group of children, in December 2016. Unfortunately, due to frequent attempts to cross 

                                                           
8 Total budget allocated by the Serbia Office can be estimated to be around 800.000 – 1.000.000 USD for all phases.   
 

“The fact that there are children’s attendants is 
excellent; on the other hand, as a result, it is not the 
parents that bring children to school, which has an 
impact on our contacts with the parents. We do not 
meet them.” 
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the border, a more limited percentage of UASC are retained in mainstream education or in structured non-formal 
education programmes.9    
UNICEF partners found that several female adolescents entering puberty were prevented from accessing, 
enrolling and regularly attending schools for a variety of gender-based reasons. While regular attendance at 
primary school was never challenged, some partners noted that secondary school attendance became a matter 
of family debate, and that – although enrolled – several girls were either not attending regularly or their families 
did not prioritize their learning. More emphasis should have been placed on collection and use of gender-
disaggregated data to ensure gender and protection mainstreaming—a focus on equal education for all 
overlooked the importance of how equality needs to be promoted with age and sex appropriate measures. 
 

  FUTURE STEPS 
While consolidating the achievements of recent years and taking stock from the lessons learned described above, 
UNICEF Serbia is pursuing two main objectives: 

Education quality enhancement for all children 
Having focused on accessibility of education opportunities in recent years, UNICEF Serbia now feel the need to 
concentrate on quality and learning outcomes for the migrant and refugee students enrolled as well as other 
students, and to advocate for enrolment in secondary school. To ensure quality as well as accessibility, UNICEF 
and partners are paying attention to monitoring children’s attendance, the quality of learning, supervision and 
coaching for the providers, and their social inclusion. Moreover, to facilitate children access to appropriate 
learning opportunities, UNICEF will invest in child and youth programming enhancing their social and life skills and 
overall participation. 

National system strengthening 
UNICEF supported the enrolment of refugee and migrant children, while linking emergency activities to the 
ongoing education system reform related to inclusive education. Relating and connecting the emergency to the 
regular programming and vice versa has mutually reinforced both systems. Working with refugee and migrant 
children has forced the educational system to be more flexible, to embrace inclusion at institutional and 
operational levels, and to ensure that diversity is not grounds for discrimination, but instead is accommodated 
and respected in the classroom as well as in the knowledge-transfer methodology. Working with refugee and 
migrant children has provided the Serbian education system an opportunity to open a necessary internal 
discussion around diversity, inclusion and multiculturalism. This is a process to be further supported and 
developed. 

 

Additional resources can be found under Download the report > Annexes.  

                                                           
9 Official statistics, December 2018. 


