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Abstract: While the issue of cultural diversity in the field of formal education is
receiving growing attention from scholars, after-school programs still qualify as
under-researched educational contexts, despite the strong role they can play in
terms of social integration of both native and immigrant youth. The aims of this
paper is to understand how intercultural integration in the field of informal
education can be concretely achieved, managed and enacted in two “tipical”
research contexts - an Italian Oratorio and a Juvenile Aggregation Centre (CAG) -,
characterized by different strategies to deal with ethnic diversity. This qualitative
study, carried out through participant observation and in-depth interviews with
teens and educators, shows that specific organizational patterns (both in terms of
recruiting strategies and educational offer) can lead to very different outcomes in
terms of intercultural relations and social cohesion of native and immigrant youth.
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Promoting relational integration in multicultural settings
Over recent years, the number of minors of foreign origin residing in
Italy has risen considerably, growing from 125,565 in 1997 to 993,238 in
2011. They now represent more than a fourth of the whole legally residing
immigrant population (www.demo-istat.it): more than a half of them were
born in Italy (61.4%). These changes are also reflected in the ethnic
composition of the school population: in the school year 2010/11, nearly
8% of the under-age children enrolled in Italian schools are of foreign
origin; they were only about 1% in 1996/97 (Miur & Fondazione Ismu,
2011).
The issue of the so-called “second generation” in Italy – as in other
Mediterranean countries – is a “new” topic which is receiving increasing
attention from scholars (i.e. Andall, 2003; Ambrosini & Molina, 2004;
Cologna & Breviglieri, 2003; Queirolo Palmas, 2007; Dalla Zuanna et alii,
2009; Ricucci, 2010; Caneva, 2011; Barbagli & Schmoll, 2012). While the
issue of cultural diversity has been widely addressed in the field of formal
education (Chaloff & Queirolo Palmas, 2006; Gilardoni, 2008; Giovannini,
1996; Giovannini & Queirolo Palmas, 2002; Mentasti & Ottaviano, 2008;
Queirolo Palmas, 2003, 2006; Ravecca, 2009), after-school programs still
qualify as under-researched educational contexts, despite the strong role
they could play in terms of social integration of both native and immigrant
youth and therefore in promoting social cohesion.
Despite the European Union’s repeated efforts to establish guidelines in
terms of youth policies and intercultural relations (Council of Europe,
2008; European Commission, 2001), the historical legacies of the EU’s
member states in terms of welfare and characteristics of the immigrant
population has led to the emergence of very different outcomes. Italian
juvenile policies, in this respect, have for quite some time been oriented
toward the prevention of crime and delinquency (Tagliaventi, 2003, 2006):
from the law 285/19973 onward, however, policies have placed more
attention on the issue of promotion of youth sociability. Article 64 proves
critical in this respect, since it aims to sustainthe development of
3

“Disposizione per la promozione di diritti e di opportunità per l’infanzia e l’adolescenza”
(“Provision for the promotion of children and adolescents’ rights and opportunities”).
4
“Servizi ricreativi ed educativi per il tempo libero” (“Recreational and educational leisure
services”).
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educational and recreational services which actively promote youth
sociability nationwide.
This law – and the numerous Regional laws that have followed it – have
favoured the diffusion of several extremely varied projects directed at both
Italian and immigrant youth, often located in peripheral and problematic
urban areas (Santagati, 2006; Mesa, 2006, 2010). These educational
projects are rarely the outcome of exclusively public intervention but, more
often, the result of public-private partnerships, while a relevant role is also
played by private and religiously inspired organizations. Centri di
Aggregazione Giovanile (CAG: youth after-school centers) and Oratori
(Parish Recreational Centers) are the most typical after-school programs
available on the national territory: in recent years both of them have
witnessed a growing presence of children and families coming from diverse
cultural, ethnic and also religious backgrounds5 (Orlando, 2002). The range
of activities and programs offered by these organizations varies
considerably, as well as their diffusion throughout the country.
While the European Union’s concerns on interculturality and social
cohesion in the field of formal education (Council of Europe, 2008, p. 33)
have been addressed by the public authorities6, the organizations active in
the field of informal education operate without referring to any kind of
national guidelines. As a consequence, each institution can define its own
way of dealing with the challenge of cultural and ethnic diversity, leading,
therefore, to very different outcomes and patterns of action. Most observers
agree that the immigrant population poses new challenges to educators and
programmers: for instance, worthy of attention is the risk of ethnicghettoization as well as the “problematic integration” of immigrant youth
with the most disadvantaged Italian population (Santagati 2006, p. 148;
Portes & Rumbaut, 2001a, 2001b). However, only a limited number of
studies has been devoted to grasping how intercultural dialogue and
encounter is concretely promoted, enacted and managed in such places
5

In this regard, the experience of some Salesian Oratori (in Palermo, Turin and Schio, near
Vicenza) which offer their space for meetings, parties and special occasions to other ethnic
and religious communities, shows how an ethnic and religious place can also become an
inter-ethnic and inter-religious place.
6
See for instance the national document “La via italiana per la scuola interculturale e
l’integrazione degli student stranieri” (“The Italian approach to intercultural schools and the
integration of foreign students”) (MPI, 2007).
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(Blangiardo, 2000; Caritas Ambrosiana, et alii, 2000; Cologna &
Breviglieri, 2003; Favaro, 2000; Granata & Novak, 2003; Pozzi, 2009;
Zappa, et alii, 2009).
The aim of this paper is to understand how intercultural integration in
the field of informal education is concretely achieved, managed and
enacted in two “typical” research contexts – an Italian Oratorio and a CAG
– selected for the different strategies they have chosen – in terms of
recruiting strategies and educational activities – to deal with ethnic
diversity. While the CAG is programmed as a social intervention explicitly
targeted at immigrant youth and managed through an intensive and welldefined program of activities built around a “strong” integration agenda,
the Oratorio’s intercultural integration strategy is enacted through a
weekly-structured and “open” educational approach. The research shows
that these organizational patterns lead to very different outcomes in terms
of intercultural relations and social cohesion of native and immigrant
youth: understanding both the risks and opportunities of these interventions
can represent a useful step toward the definition and implementation of
more inclusive informal educational policies.
The relational side of integration: the role of recreational spaces
The concept of integration is widely used – while often not clearly
defined – to account for the “mutual accommodation” taking place among
natives and newcomers (Spencer & Cooper, 2006; Favell, 2003): it is
characterized as a complex and biunivocal process enacted within and
across varied societal levels, from everyday interaction to market and state
institutions (Biezeveld & Entzinger, 2003). More specifically, the idea of
“relational integration” has been coined to refer to the construction of intra
or inter-ethnic informal ties in multicultural social settings between natives
and newcomers but also among immigrants of different ethnic origin:
friendships and neighbourly relations, but also ethnic or religious networks
built up in mixed or ethnically-connoted social contexts (Eve, 2010).
Integration therefore has a sort of “private” side (Entzinger, 2000), enacted
through the social ties that immigrants and natives as well as immigrants
coming from different countries have the chance to concretely build up in
local contexts characterized by the repeated negotiation of identity and
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difference (Colombo & Semi, 2007; Amin, 2002; Harris, 2009). The social
integration of immigrant youth takes place therefore not only through
education and participation in the labour market, but also through leisure
and recreational activities. The role played by recreational spaces –
shopping malls, gardens, gyms, youth centers, clubs and associations… – is
crucial, but often overlooked, while it has been rightly argued that in such
contexts ethnic, cultural and class boundaries may prove to be especially
critical challenging and difficult to address through policies (Shinew et al.,
2004; Philipp, 2000).
Families have different means to influence their children’s choice of
after-school activities, drawing on varied cultural and economic resources
enabling them to take advantage of the private and public services available
(Way, et al., 2007; Vincent & Ball, 2007). However, children growing up
tend to become more independent and to find wider opportunities to build
their social ties in specific times and places. Informal education offers, in
this respect, a critical tool to influence the construction and development of
intra and interethnic ties among immigrant and non-immigrant youth:
however, as it has been argued by Amin (2002) “mixed” spaces are not
always characterized by truly intercultural interaction. The risk of “turf
war”, ghettoization, racism and conflict is in fact often reported in research
dealing with multicultural leisure places (Les Back, 1996). As has been
observed, in order to understand the dynamics of the intercultural relations
in mixed contexts it is necessary to consider how they are embedded in
specific organizational practices (Shinew, et al., 2004; Fine, et al., 1997):
in other terms, it is necessary to consider how organizations deal with the
issue of ethnic difference and how they concretely address it through
practices. In the case of informal education, targeting and recruiting
strategies play a critical role: for instance, organizations have to choose
between “ethnic/immigrant-specific” or “universalistic” educational
actions. Moreover, the choice and organization of a specific range of
activities, the concrete regulation of time and space determine what kind of
social interaction is going to take place in such – more or less selective –
social contexts.
The aim of this paper is to analyze how inter-ethnic friendship and
opportunities for reciprocal knowledge and intercultural encounters have
the chance to emerge in two informal educational contexts characterized by
different strategies used to deal with social diversity. With a methodology
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combining observation and in-depth interviewing, we have tried to grasp
the effect of organizational practices on group dynamics, paying specific
attention to the role played by ethnicity in defining the boundaries of
belonging and to the meanings teens attach to the place in which they meet.
Methodology
This paper is built in part of the data collected for a research project
funded by ORIM (Regional Centre for Integration and Multiethnicity) in
20107. Here we will compare two of the six cases which originally made up
the study, an Oratorio located in an ethnically-mixed neighbourhood of
Milan and a CAG located in the periphery of a medium sized city of the
Lake Como area. Our choice derives from the specific educational
strategies these organizations followed to deal with the issue of ethnic
diversity, which were especially suited to a comparative perspective.
The Oratorio is located on a big and busy road not very far from the city
center, in a neighbourhood which has experienced an impressive growth of
the immigrant population over the last 15 years. It takes place in some
buildings adjacent to the Church and it is provided with both outdoor and
indoor facilities. The outdoor playground is the biggest area available, and
it is equipped for several different sports (basketball, volleyball and
soccer). Another outdoor area is located behind the main building: it is a
small terrace on which a group of teens tends to congregate almost every
day. Indoor facilities include a small cafeteria, a room set up with some
personal computers, the office staff and several other rooms which are
sporadically used for laboratories, reunions and the homework help
provided to children enrolled in compulsory schools. Having conducted the
observations in June, the indoor areas were almost always deserted except
for some occasional billiard matches. The structure opens at 4.30 p.m. and
closes at 7 p.m.: after the closing time, several teens would occupy some
benches located in front of the Church and stay there chatting for a while.
The educational staff was made up of the priest (a young man who was
there almost every day) and two young educators, a boy and a girl who
took turns in monitoring the place during the opening times. The
educational project developed was aimed at giving free access to and free
use of the space available, following an “unstructured” educational
7

For an overview of all the data collected see Ambrosini M., Bonizzoni P., Caneva E.
(2011).
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approach which was combined with the offer of some specific and not
binding structured activities. Due to the mainly informal use youth made of
the place and to the weak control educators exercised on inflows and
outflows, it was not easy to determine how many users there were. During
our observation, there were days when the place was almost empty (10-15
people at most) and days when there were even 50 people or more aged
between 10 and 20.
The structured educational offer mainly consisted in a training program
directed towards those teens who wanted to become peer educators during
the Grest (Summer Oratorio). When the schools close for the summer
period, for seven consecutive weeks the Oratorio radically changed its daily
organization, hosting dozens of children enrolled in the compulsory schools
of the neighbourhood for the entire day. The teenagers of the Oratorio are
therefore invited to enroll in an training program to become peer educators
during those weeks. The training program varies year to year and it consists
of both discussion groups held in loco (one every three weeks), and of
educational trips (to the mountains, bicycle rides in the countryside…) and
meetings with other Oratori of the city. Although the Oratorio qualifies
predominantly as an informal leisure space (comparable, in some respects,
to a square or a park), those activities contribute, as we shall see, to shaping
a very specific way to define and manage the issue of ethnic diversity.
The CAG is located in a peripheral suburb of a middle sized city in the
Lake Como area: it takes place in a building owned by a secular association
whose president is a Claretian priest. This project is the outcome of a
partnership among the public sector (the Town Council and the Region,
who provided the funds8), a secular NGO (a cooperative active in the field
of education) and local Catholic institutions that offered the location (the
home of the priest).
The structure makes use of the three floors of the house. On the first
floor there is a meeting room and a hall, where homework, meetings,
dinners or parties take place. On the second floor there are the teachers’
offices and a computer room where youth can also find help with
homework: here all the initiatives of some interest to users are promoted
through flyers and posters. There is also a bulletin board where daily
educational activities (laboratories, homework shifts…) and cleaning shifts
are organized. On the same floor the young people can also take advantage
8

Funds allocated by the regional law n. 23/99.
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of a kitchen in order to prepare lunch and snacks. On the third floor there is
the priest’s home and a small space dedicated to prayer. Outdoor facilities
comprise a courtyard and a squared-off grass arena, used on sunny days.
The CAG is a service explicitly targeted at the teenagers of foreign origin
residing in the province. The formal access is therefore strictly controlled
as well as the programme of structured activities: in order to participate in
workshops and laboratories (dance, theater, music, percussions, bicycle
repair…) teens have to take part in homework activities. The homework
help takes place 4 days a week from 3 pm to 5 pm and is mandatory. The
CAG was attended by nearly 80 young people between the ages of 14 and
21: they come from an extremely wide range of nationalities (about 30).
Also Italians attended the CAG, but they were enrolled as volunteers: there
were approximately 20 people of extremely varied ages (from teenagers to
retired elderly) helping kids with homework. While Italians and foreigners
were assigned different roles in the structures and followed different
recruiting strategies, we observed some cases (two) of younger volunteers
who happened to establish friendships and romantic attachments with the
users. Other than the priest and the Italian volunteers, there were also five
educators working in the CAG: 2 boys and 3 girls, 2 of them of foreign
origin (from Belgium and Cameroun). The CAG opens at 2 p.m and closes
at 7.30 p.m from Tuesday to Friday.
The research strategies that we followed combined a cycle of
observations with in-depth interviews of users and educators. We
introduced ourselves to the youth as researchers interested in investigating
how they made use of the leisure spaces available. Eight observation
sessions were held in the CAG and six in the Oratorio, between April and
June 2010: while the young people knew we were researchers, we tried to
keep our presence there as least intrusive as possible, asking only generic
questions and paying attention to the issues that spontaneously emerged
from their conversations, observing group dynamics and gathering
comments from educators. When the cycle of observations concluded, we
asked some of the participants and educators to be interviewed. The
interview guidelines focused on the same thematic issues (how the young
people happened to discover the place, how frequently they attended it,
their networks of friends inside and outside the structure, experiences of
other recreational spaces, the extent to which they took part in structured
activities, the meanings they associated to the place, the relationships they
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established with other peers and educators…): the questions however make
reference to what had been observed during the observations. The
interviews were recorded and fully transcribed.
Interviewees were selected on the basis of some relevant factors: age,
gender, length of presence in the country and – in the case of the Oratorio –
belonging to the different groups that clearly composed, as we shall see, the
population. Our aim was to reflect in the sample the same range of diversity
observed among the users. The following table summarizes the main
characteristics of the young people interviewed.
Table 1. Characteristics of the young people
Case
study

Gender

Age

School/job

Chiara
Rosa
Jiao
Li
Edoardo
Xavier
Andrea
Diego
Ahmed
Alejandro

Oratorio
Oratorio
Oratorio
Oratorio
Oratorio
Oratorio
Oratorio
Oratorio
Oratorio

F
F
F
F
M
M
M
M
M

16
16
16
16
18
16
19
16
14

Lyceum
compulsory school
vocational school
vocational school
technical school
compulsory school
part-time worker
vocational school
compulsory school

Oratorio

M

16

vocational school

Xavier
Tawfiq
Gianni
Etienne
Irina
Yulia
Sofia
Aisha
Christine
Leyla
Vassily
Juan
George

Oratorio
Oratorio
Oratorio
Oratorio
C.A.G.
C.A.G.
C.A.G.
C.A.G.
C.A.G.
C.A.G.
C.A.G.
C.A.G.
C.A.G.

M
M
M
M
F
F
F
F
F
F
M
M
M

14
14
16
18
16
17
20
15
16
18
16
16
17

compulsory school
compulsory school
vocational school
vocational school
vocational school
technical school
vocational school
vocational school
vocational school
vocational school
technical school
technical school
vocational school

Name

Parents’ country
of origin

Years in
Italy

Italy
Ecuador
China
China
Italy
Ecuador
Italy
El Salvador
Morocco
Ecuador/Colombi
a
Peru
Morocco
Italy
Tunisia/France
Poland
Moldova
Macedonia
Morocco
Ivory Coast
Italy/Tunisia
Moldova
Peru
Senegal

born in Italy
4 years
born in Italy
9 years
born in Italy
4 years
born in Italy
4 years
12 years
1,5 year
2 years
4 years
born in Italy
born in Italy
2 years
1 year
6 years
4 years
2 years
born in Italy
2 years
born in Italy
2 years

On the whole, we interviewed 23 young people (10 males and 13
females) aged 14-20. Most of them are of foreign origin: 6 come from Latin
America, 5 from North Africa, 4 from Eastern Europe, 2 from China and 2
from Sub-Saharan Africa. Most of the interviewees had been re-united with
their families (some of them quite recently: 2 years ago or less), 4 were
born in Italy (two of them from mixed couples). Just one interviewee was
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working part time: all the others were enrolled in schools. Most of them
were enrolled in secondary schools (12 in vocational schools, 4 in technical
schools and one in a Lyceum); 5 are still enrolled in compulsory schooling.
Ethnic diversity, youth sociability and educational practices
A first striking difference between the two educational contexts
concerns the tendency of the users to aggregate and socialize in groups
more or less characterized by ethnic homogeneity. The social segmentation
of the Oratorio’s population was easy to detect, being clearly reflected in
the use youth made of the space available. A first well defined group was
formed by some Chinese teenagers who tended to occupy the Northern side
of the playground, where the basketball court was located: the number of
people varied considerably day to day, ranging, during the observations,
from a minimum of 5 to a maximum of 15 boys and girls aged
approximately 15-18. They usually arrivedearly in the afternoon and they
spent their time playing basketball and chatting, listening to music on their
mobiles and smoking cigarettes sitting on some benches located around the
court. They usually spoke in Chinese, but their language competence was
extremely varied: while some girls – born in Italy – spoke excellent Italian,
recently arrived teens could not even understand very simple questions. A
second well defined group tended to occupy a small terrace located in the
back of the main building. It was composed of approximately 15 young
people, two of them were born in Italy from immigrant parents, one had
experienced migration himself and the others were from Italy: all of them
usually spoke Italian and they were aged 14-20. The remaining population
of the Oratorio was concentrated on the main playground: such space was
shared by several small (mainly composed of 2-3 people) and circulating
groups of Italian, North African and Latino boys and girls. These users did
not come to the Oratorio everyday nor did they spend the whole day there.
All the groups tended to sporadically interact (playing football and chatting
on the main playfield) and they seemed to know each other quite well (as
the exchange of greetings and handshakes showed), but a very limited
interaction among the Chinese and the remaining population of the place
was observed.
When the youth of the Oratorio were asked to express their personal
views on the people that attended the place (if they felt at ease with
everybody, if they thought it was a place where making friends was easy, if
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they experienced any discrimination…) it was evident that the social
segmentation was clearly perceived and it was often judged as inherently
problematic.
And what about the people here, I see that they come from very
different countries… is it easy to socialize or… does it happen that
you just stay apart, without interacting that much…
Er… well, in the end… I mean, that is what happens. Because… you
can see that, for instance, they tend to form gangs of Peruvians and
obviously… I mean, they don’t stay with us, they just mind their
own business.
And what do you think about this situation? I mean, do you think it is
just normal, in such a big place to…
No, it is not normal because the more you socialize the better it is,
but they don’t show any kind of interest toward us and therefore…
[Edoardo, 18 years old, Italian]
And what about the Chinese guys… Do you know them?
No, I just know the names of two of them. They’re a closed group,
they only speak Chinese and they keep to themselves. Honestly, I
really don’t care anything about them, if they respect the rules and if
they don’t make a mess… for me it’s ok if they stay there playing
basketball.
Do you think it’s difficult getting to know them a bit better?
Well… yes, however… They have their own character, they speak
Chinese among themselves and you can’t really understand.
And what about the Latin American guys, do they speak Spanish?
Yes, but when we arrive they speak Italian.
And what about you, do you socialize with them?
I know them, I greet them, but I don’t hang out with them.
Why?
Because I come from Salvador and I know how these people
behave…
Are you refering to gangs?
Yes, I really can’t understand. If you move away from your country
it’s to find something better, isn’t it? But they just keep on doing the
same…
[Diego, 16 years old, born in El Salvador, in Italy for 4 years]

As the words of Diego and Edoardo (two boys belonging to the group
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which tended to meet on the terrace) show, ethnicity plays a relevant role in
orienteering group relationships. Auto-segregation and seclusion interact
with labeling processes keeping the groups apart, and ethnicity is,
moreover, often associated with deviance, as the case of Latino groups –
defined “gangs” – clearly shows. The negative view the interviewees
tended to express in relation to such an ethnically-segmented sociability
also derives from a recent conflict that involved Chinese and Latinos a
couple of weeks before the observations started and it was a recurrent issue
in the interviews collected.
On the contrary, in the CAG we observed neither such a clear ethnic
segmentation, nor the appropriation of specific places by groups of friends:
we noticed boys and girls who tended to form groups of “best friends”
whochose to spend more time together but they were not usually
characterized by ethnic homogeneity. These small groups (2-3 people) were
rather more often homogeneous in terms of gender and place of residence.
All the youth observed, moreover, spoke Italian with each other.
In the their view, ethnicities tended to “melt” into a common perceived
condition of “foreignness”.
I spend all my spare time here. Here we are all foreigners; while
there [she’s making reference to a local Oratorio, n.d.a.] there are
also Italians. Here there are foreigners and it is easy to make new
friends, over there instead there are more Italians, and they stick to
themselves, I don’t know if I would feel at ease, not as much,
anyway, as I feel here. Also in school I didn’t make many friends
among Italians… I’m doing really well with friends only here.
[Yulia, 17 years old, born in Moldova, in Italy for 1 year]

As the words of Yulia show [here we are all foreigners] the presence of
Italian volunteers is not enough to make the social environment truly
“intercultural”. It is also interesting to observe that Yulia clearly enjoys a
reassuring sense of belonging after having experienced exclusion in several
social environments (such as in school) from Italian people. The sense of
protection and reassurance offered by the place (which is often called
“home”) was a very common feeling expressed by the teenagers
interviewed. Several the interviewees also agreed in defining the CAG as a
place where it was possible to be known and judged without prejudice and
stereotypes.
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This is a home where you can feel you’re welcomed, it’s a place
where you’re not judged for the color of your skin but for what you
really are… first of all, you’re not discriminated against. There’s no
discrimination here… here you are judged for what people perceive
talking with you, not just for your origins and for the place you come
from.
[Sofia, 20 years old, born in Macedonia, in Italy for 6 years]

Institutional practices were crucial to understand such outcomes. As we
shall see, recruiting practices and the organization of specific activities
contribute to shape not just the ethnic composition of the users, but also to
actively influence the formation, consolidation and dissolution of social ties
among individuals and groups.
Recruiting practices are critical in understanding the composition of the
populations in the two contexts.
As mentioned, the Oratorio doesn’t formally bind or control the access
to the place: young people are free to enter and exit as they wish, but this
formal openness risks translating into a particular form of closure. All the
teens interviewed, in fact, happened to hear of and to attend the place for
the first time after having being introduced by other friends who knew it
and who had already established social relationships there. This networkdriven recruiting strategy partly explains the presence of such cohesive and
ethnic-homogeneous groups and it also excludes youth who are poor in
social relationships (as those who have recently arrived in Italy). The
unintended “closure effect” of the recruiting practices typical of those
institutions was an issue frequently reported also by several users of the
CAG.
And why don’t you like the Oratori?
I don’t know, they don’t inspire me that much… And anyway, I
don’t know anybody there. I wouldn’t feel at ease going there.
[Aisha, 15 years old, born in Morocco, four years in Italy]

The CAG followed a completely different recruiting strategy. Initially
conceived as a form of after-school support targeted to the most
disadvantaged foreign students enrolled in the secondary schools of the
Province (as such, they actively asked teachers to send them who they
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thought might be in a situation of need), in time they shifted from a helpcentered perspective to a more widely-conceived promotion of foreign
youth sociability. Instead of relying only on teachers recommendations,
they started to directly involve youths by distributing leaflets in schools. As
a consequence, several teens were recruited individually and happened to
meet most of their friends there, also due to the fact that they came from
different schools and cities. The target remained, however, teenagers of
foreign origin: Italian youth were recruited not as users but as volunteers.
The different role they played in the structure, as already mentioned,
together with their limited number and varied ages, did not easily work to
integrate Italians on a peer-to-peer basis.
While the absence of ethnic-specific groups can also partly be explained
by the less marked presence of numerically dominant countries/areas of
origin, and by the fact that group affiliations were crosscut by other factors
(such as gender or place of residence), a relevant role was also played by
the educational offer. Since the afternoon session was organized around
several different laboratories in which the youth were involved both as
users and organizers, group boundaries had the chance to be constantly
reworked thanks to the new occasions of social interaction offered. Despite
the relevant number of people attending the CAG it was interesting to
observe that all the users were very familiar with each other, as shown by
the repeated exchanges (greetings, games, knowledge of reciprocal
names…) observed.
The Oratorio also offered some kind of “structured” educational offer,
whose effects on the social relationships of the users were, however, much
more ambivalent, leading to the dissolution of some social cleavages and
contemporary to the formation of new ones.
The main channel of involvement in a set of group activities is a training
process finalized to become volounteers of the so-called “Summer
Oratorio”. During the summer period (when the schools are closed) for
seven weeks the Oratorio radically changes its daily organization, hosting
dozens of children enrolled in the compulsory schools of the
neighbourhood for the whole day. The teenagers of the Oratorio are
therefore invited to enroll in a training program in order to become peer
educators during those weeks. The training program varies year to year and
it consists both of discussion groups held in loco (one every three weeks),
and of educational trips (to the mountains, bicycle rides in the
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countryside…) and meetings with other Oratori of the city. These occasions
represent a very relevant means of involvement and promotion of group
relationships, as was evidenced by some accounts:
Do you think these activities (we were talking about a trip they
recently organized with the other trainees, n.d.a.) are helpful in
order to make new friends, to get to know each other a bit better?
Yes, of course, because you don’t go there only with your friends,
but also with other groups of people and you’re forced to stay
together, to talk, to get to know each other…
[Gianni, 16 years old, Italian]
And when did you start to enlarge your network of personal
relationships here?
Well, it was when I started attending the Summer Oratorio, I
attended the same course with the others and I got to know the whole
group…
Do you think that experience was useful in making new friends?
Yes, definitely.
[Rosa, 16 years old, Italian]

However, just a limited segment of the population was involved and
even aware of such an educational offer. In fact, another clear distinction
which could be traced among participants was inherent to their
“participatory styles” and sense of belonging to the institution. The bulk of
the regular attenders was composed of 20-25 boys and girls, mainly of
Italian origin, who attended the place almost every day and who had
established a very close relationship with the educators and the priest. They
developed a strong sense of belonging to the place, very similar to those
experienced by the attenders of the CAG reported above.
How would you describe this place?
I would describe it as welcoming. I mean, if they don’t know who
you are… you can feel you’re welcomed, here the people want to get
acquainted with you. It is very welcoming.
[Gianni, 16 years old, Italian]

Several other attenders, however, perceived the Oratorio only as an offand-on meeting place for their social relationships following a logic of
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opportunity in terms of opening times and places available in the
neighbourhood.
Why do you come here only on the weekends?
We come here when the CAG is closed because it’s very close,
otherwise we go over there (in another Oratorio, n.d.a.), where we
know other people.
Do you go there alone?
No, I go with my friends but I know people everywhere…
[Andrea, 19 years old, Italian]
How would you describe this place?
For me it’s just a place where I can play basketball with my friends.
[Li, 16 years old, born in China, in Italy for 9 years]

These attenders tended to adopt different strategies to resist the attempts
of involvement deployed by educators: for instance, as one of the educators
told us, the Chinese youth pretended not to speak Italian in order to avoid
contact with them. Other teens simply preferred a more “nomadic” and
uncommitted attendance style (avoiding responsibilities and control that a
more intense participation would entail).
It should also be noted that the educational offer of the Oratorio were
aimed at promoting sociability, but also at progressively familiarizing
youth with religious content and practices. This can of course limit “full”
participation and inclusion of youth coming from different religious
backgrounds. As it emerged from the narratives of two teenagers of NorthAfrican origin interviewed, the Catholic connotation of the place can lead
to auto-exclusion or resistance from families.
Do you know the priests?
Yes, I know them by name.
Do you talk to them?
Yes, sometimes, when I meet them.
Don’t you take part in the meetings they promote from time to time…
No, because I’m Muslim.
[Tawfiq, 14 years old, born in Morocco, four years in Italy]
When I enrolled in the Summer Oratorio and also when I went on the
bicycle ride my father came here and asked to talk with the educator.
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I mean, at the beginning my father didn’t accept this, due to religion,
he said you’re Muslim, they have a different religion!
[Etienne, 18 years old, Tunisian and French, born in Italy]

As the priest explained to us, both during the Summer Oratorio and the
trips, youth are expected to take part in common prayers or liturgies. In
those cases, no alternative activities are offered to those who can’t or don’t
want to take part to them. Concretely, children and teens are in those cases
expected to attend but not to actively participate (they are not expected to
pray): through those “non-participant inclusion” situations youth can, in the
priest’s words, have “a spiritual experience transcending the specificity and
a good command of the Catholic and Christian language”.
Conclusions and policy recommendations
What role can informal education play in promoting social cohesion and
relational integration of immigrant and non-immigrant youth? How can
different organizational strategies adopted to address increased ethnic and
social diversity translate into specific outcomes in terms of intercultural
dialogue and intergroup relationships? What best organizational practices
can be suggested to enhance interethnic relationships in informal
educational contexts and to avoid the risk of conflict, ghettoization and
downward assimilation signaled by research? Our research identified both
strong points and pitfalls of the different strategies adopted by the
organizations studied in terms of potential for intercultural education and
social cohesion. These are briefly summarized in the following table.
On one hand, both recreational contexts qualify as extremely relevant
places for the development of inter-ethnic friendship ties, promoting, albeit
in different ways, the relational integration of immigrant youth. Both the
Oratorio and the CAG, moreover, emphasize the central role of young
people giving them the chance to test their skills through the direct
management of activities and the taking up of leadership roles (i.e. CAG
laboratories and the organization of the summer Oratorio).
The CAG was able to promote a strong feeling of identification with the
place and a sense of belonging among young people of different ethnic
origins under the commonly experienced condition of “foreignness”. The
users could enjoy an environment protected from the racial stereotyping
and prejudice experienced “outside”, showing the relevance of extra-school
environments to counterbalance the phenomena of exclusion widespread in
schools and in other social contexts in which trust and the sense of
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belonging are difficult to build (Scardigno, 2009).
However, the strategy of inclusion deployed by the CAG makes
interculturality work only among immigrant youth of different ethnic
origins: the assignment of different roles to Italians and foreigners does not
facilitate the development of horizontal relationships and the establishment
of the friendships among them, also due to the varied social characteristics
of Italian volunteers. In such a scenario, it may be said that integration is
achieved through seclusion and the construction of a positive environment
is built at the price of segregation.
Table 2. CAG-Oratorio
Strong points



CAG

Oratorio

Promoting strong identification and
sense of belonging among people of
different ethnic and national origins
under a positive perceived condition
of shared foreignness;



Building
a
positive
social
environment protected from racial
stereotyping and prejudices;



Promoting a “strong” social and
relational integration agenda through
a well-defined set of activities;



Favouring the inclusion of the
weakest youth (in terms of access to
social relationships) through a
selected targeting strategy.



Capacity to intercept the most
“difficult” users, those youth who are
more reluctant to engage in a
structured demanding educational
program;



It offers the opportunity for a “true”
intercultural encounter to emerge
among Italians and foreigners of
different national origins;



The religious affiliation can provide
the basis to promote aggregation
among Catholics of different national
origins.

Pitfalls



Assigning different roles to Italians and
foreigners does not facilitate the
development of horizontal relationships;



Integration is achieved through seclusion
and protection through ghettoization;



The lack of control on recruiting and the
weakness of structured educational
programmes favours the birth and
maintenance of internally cohesive
groups leading to the risk of “turf war”
and conflict;



The religious identity and mandate limits
the full integration process of nonCatholic users.

On the contrary, the Oratorio provides the chance for a “true”
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intercultural encounter among both Italians and youth of diverse ethnic
origins. Through such an “open” access policy, it is accessible also to the
most difficult potential users population, those teenagers who are most
reluctant to engage in structured educational programs. However, this
“open” strategy has the unintended effect of excluding youth poor in social
relationships and to reinforce internally cohesive groups leading to the risk
of “turf war” and inter-ethnic conflict. Also the religious identity of the
context has both an including and excluding side: while it can provide the
basis for aggregation among Catholics of different national origins, it can
provide a limit for the “full” integration of non-Catholic users.
Our study therefore confirms the strategic role informal education can
play in promoting positive intercultural encounters among people of
different ethnic origins. This study qualifies as a first partial attempt to map
the multiple strategies organizations can follow to build inclusive and
sensitive educational environments, capable of dealing with the radical and
irreversible transformations taking place in Italian society. We hope that
this insight will be of some help in promoting new research and interest
around such a crucial – though still underestimated – topic.
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