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Abstract

The purpose of this contribution is to present the results of an action research project realized in a public primary school in Sicily during the academic year 2013-2014.
The research examines and assesses the effectiveness of an intervention program, based on cooperative learning strategies, promoting a good fit of psychosocial  and educational integration of immigrant children as well as promoting positive social relations between immigrant and Italian children. 
The results, obtained by the assessment tests, are particularly interesting. 
The data collected in a first time indicate significant differences between immigrant children and Italians compared to the levels of social adaptation: Italian children are more aggressive and emotionally unstable then immigrant children. 
Post-hoc tests showed a significant increase in pro-social skills and a marked reduction in both physical and verbal aggression and emotional instability that occurred in all the children that took part of the action research project after the educational intervention of cooperative learning. 
In conclusion, the cooperative learning training has proven to be particularly effective, uniformly for all the children who took part at the action research project.
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Problem Statement

The CARA of Mineo, in Sicily, is a hosting centre for asylum seekers, composed by housing units, which can accommodate up to 3.000 individuals, becoming the biggest reception centre in the whole Europe. The premises were originally used by the personnel of an US military air station and include a sports ground, a bar, swings for children and other facilities.
The structure, opened for a situation of reception emergency in 2011, is situated in the rural Sicilian landscape in the east of the island on the road between Catania and Gela, in the territory of Mineo, a small town of 5000 inhabitants.
The realisation of the Cara had as a consequence the presence of part of the children living at the asylum centre in the primary school in Mineo. 
The study was conducted in a critical moment. A group of primary school teachers of Mineo underlined the presence of isolation attitudes towards diversity from their students that often became attitudes of hostility, as well as a contemporary attitude of cultural and physical isolation by the children residing in reception centre.
The research investigated whether and how an action research project using cooperative learning strategies is effective on psychosocial adaptation of the students in a multi-ethnic school context characterized by the presence of children living in the Reception Centre for Asylum Seekers (CARA).


Literature Review

There is a vast literature on cooperative learning. Cooperative Learning is a very successful learning strategy in which students work in small heterogeneous groups in order to achieve common goals, trying to improve their learning and develop social skills. Students encourage and support each other, assume responsibility for their own and each other's learning, employ group related social skills and evaluate the group's progress. The basic elements are positive interdependence, equal opportunities, and individual accountability (Kagan, 1995).
The cooperative learning method differs both from competitive and from individualistic learning and is applicable to all kind of task and subject area and has been found to be a successful teaching strategy at all levels, from pre-school to post secondary.
Slavin (1986) demonstrated, through a series of studies, that children, placed in heterogeneous groups by ethnicity, formed friendship relations and had very positive learning outcomes in any case better than the outcomes of competitive and individualistic learning methods.
Cooperative learning is valid not only as a teaching strategy of quality, highly effective in improving the cognitive abilities of students, but it is also known in reference to the success of its application in multicultural contexts (Johnson, Johnson & Maruyama, 1993; Johnson & Johnson, 1989; Weigel, Wiser e Cook, 1975; Sharan, 1980; Sharan, 1990; Slavin, 1983).
More than twenty years ago, Slavin (1985) demonstrated that the results of researches that related cooperative learning to interpersonal relationships in groups, indicated that when students are placed in groups with an heterogeneous ethnic background, they reach relations friendship and the learning outcomes are particularly favourable. These researches indicated that the effects of cooperate were strong and long-lasting even stronger than the natural friendly relations of everyday life.
Various studies (Aboud, 1988; Brown, 1995; De Caroli M.E., Licciardello O., Di Nuovo S., 2000; Castelli, De Amicis, Sherman, 2006) have shown that ethnic attitudes are present from the earliest years of childhood. With very simplified research procedures, many researchers detected systematically, even in children of 3-4 years, a clear preference for the members of ethnic in-group and a negative opinion for the members of ethnic out-group.
Numerous studies conducted in the United States and Israel (Johnson, Johnson & Maruyama, 1993; Johnson & Johnson, 1989; Weigel, Wiser e Cook, 1975; Sharan, 1980; Sharan, 1990; Slavin, 1983) see cooperative learning as effective methodology to overcome ethnic prejudices. One of its main advantages is to provide relationships of positive interdependence with members of stigmatized groups and a salient feature is that all members of the group are inclined to have contacts with the minority group.
In 1954 Allport described the necessary conditions to obtain an intergroup contact that could be functional and positive in the sense of reducing prejudice: 1) equal status, 2) intergroup cooperation, 3) common goals and 4) institutional support. The school is one of the main places, if not the place par excellence, for the construction of positive interactions between students from different ethnic groups where the four conditions of the functional contact can be realised.


Purpose Statement

The action research project had the following aims:
· application of cooperative learning teaching methods in which teachers can combine both educational and didactic goals;
· show how this method can create class contexts in which the students can acquire social competences and reach adequate levels not only of learning (cognitive goals) but also of psychosocial  adaptation. 
The goal of the action research project, in consideration of the initial situation, was (1) to create an educational program of prevention and support for positive psychosocial  adaptation aims to improve interpersonal relationships in the classroom and then (2) investigate the effectiveness of the intervention program. 
In particular, in consideration of the fact that the positive results of the use of cooperative learning are universally recognized, I hope to better understand if this strategy remains constant for the improvement of class relationships and if cooperative learning methods will work even in critical situations, like the case of the primary school class in Mineo.

Methods

Participants 

The action research project involved the students of the fifth class of the primary school of Mineo. The class consists of 32 students, including 11 children living at the reception centre for asylum seekers (CARA).

Procedure
	I Phase - Focus Group with the teachers of the class

	II Phase - Preliminary Evaluation

	III Phase - Educational CL Intervention

	IV Phase - Final Evaluation



The study was conducted with the methodology of action research (Lewin, 1935). 
The research was divided into four phases: (I) The first phase included a focus group with the teachers in order to bring out the problems that they had in the classroom management and in the integration of children guests of the asylum centre. (II) In the second phase I administered the survey instruments. (III) In the third step there was the realisation of the action research project, with the cooperative learning educational intervention, for the duration of three months, from March to May 2014. (IV) The fourth phase was of final evaluation and new administration of the measure instruments.

The Focus Group was carried out with two preliminary meetings with the teachers of the class in January 2014. The administration of the survey instruments to the children of the class for detecting psychological and social adaptation and the verification of social distance took place in the month of February 2014. The educational intervention of cooperative learning was realised from March to May 2014 in groups of four children in according to the “learning together” modality developed by the Johnson brothers (1994). This teaching method of cooperative learning is based on five essential elements: positive interdependence, direct and constructive interaction, social skills, individual responsibilities and the evaluation of the work by the group.
The teachers realized six teaching units structured in group activities of reading and understanding of fairy tales from different cultures (the project was called "Fairy tales of the world").
Each unit of group work lasted 2 hours and was carried out 2 times a week with the following steps:
 -Preliminary phase (25 minutes): Initial explanation of the work (goals, methods of evaluation, timing);  
formation of the groups; 
- work in groups (50/60 min); 
- individual and group assessment (15 min); 
- final revision of the work of each group under the guide of the researcher (10 min); 
-reading of the answers of the understanding phase developed by each group (10 min).
The formation of groups - each consisting of a maximum of four children - has followed specific criteria, such as: 
-put together children of different gender and different ethnic/cultural origin; 
-put together children with different levels of psychosocial  adaptation compared to the three indicators of Pro-social Behaviour (CP), Emotional Instability (IE) and Physical and Verbal Aggression (AFV); 
-put together children who do not consider each other as best friends (social distance scale nominations).

Measure instruments
To evaluate the ability of social adaptation of immigrant and Italian children I used the three scales of the instrument “Indicatori della Capacità di adattamento in età evolutiva” (Caprara, Pastorelli, Barbaranelli, Vallone, 1992) that measures Pro-social Behaviour (CP), Emotional Instability (IE) and Physical and Verbal Aggression (AFV). More specifically, the scale of Pro-social Behaviour measures the propensity of children to manifest help attitudes, to promote initiatives to other individuals and to share their experiences with others. The scale of Physical and Verbal Aggression measures the propensity to commit aggressive acts of physical nature (fighting) and verbal nature (insult). The scale of Emotional Instability measures the inclination to live states of distress, inappropriateness and vulnerability as an expression of a lack of behavioural and emotional self-control.
To understand and measure the student’s attitudes towards the classmates, in particular towards the ethnic out – group, I used a Social contact distance scale with three levels of distance (“classmate”, “friend”, “best friend”).


Findings


Fig. 1 - Class Composition

The verification of the statistical significance of the data was conducted by Oneway ANOVA and Student’s "t- test" for paried sample.
The data collected in a first time (pre – test) indicate significant differences between immigrant children and Italians compared to the levels of social adaptation: Italian children have a greater physical and verbal aggression and emotional instability compared to immigrant children. For what concerns pro-social behaviour, the data of Italian and immigrant students are comparable.


Fig. 2 – Italians and Immigrants mean scores pre and post Intervention

Post-hoc controls showed a significant increase in pro-social skills and a significant reduction in both physical and verbal aggression and emotional instability that occurred in all the children after the instructional and educational intervention of cooperative learning. 

Pro-social behaviour (CPS)
From the analysis of the data before and after the CL intervention there was an increase in the mean scores for the pro-social behaviour scale of about 2.5 points (from 18.53 pre intervention, to 20.8 after the intervention) (t = -6.4305, p<0,0001). 


Fig. 3 - Mean CPS Pre and Post Intervention



Physical and Verbal Aggression (AFV)
There was a decrease of the mean scores for verbal and physical aggression before and after the CL intervention. Going from a mean score of 15.78 before the intervention of CL to a mean score of 13.63 after the intervention (t = 3.3935, p<0.0012). 


Fig. 4 - Mean AFV Pre and Post Intervention

Emotional Instability (IE)
There was a reduction of the mean scores obtained for the scale of emotional instability. Going from a mean score of 19.66 before the intervention of CL to a mean score of 16.84 after the intervention (t= 3.4591, p<0.00098).


Fig. 5 - Mean IE Pre and Post Intervention


Social Distance Scale
The data obtained are shown in the bar graph below. There are indicated the sums of nominations for "classmate", "friend" and "best friend" received by the students.
The data show a general reduction of social distances within the study group. The data obtained were verified through the Sing test after the implementation of the intervention of CL.
Student’s nominations were divided according to three ranks: 
1st rank: includes nominations that show a gradual change in the social distance from a higher to a lower social distance; 
2nd rank: includes nominations that keep the social distance unchanged;
3rd rank: includes nominations that express a gradual change of social distance from low to high (from friend to best friend).


Fig. 6 - Friendship nominations changes

With regard to the level of "Classmate": 19 children reduce the social distance (p= 0.0001131). 
On the level "Friend": 16 children reduce the social distance (p= 0.002102).
At the level of "Best friend": 17 children reduce the social distance (p= 0.007).
Analysing the scale of social distance and the friendship nominations made and received by the students, there has been a significant decrease of the nominations of "Classmate" and a significant increase of the nominations of "Friend".
In fact, children who in the pre - tests show a greater tendency to a kind of “self – segregation” of friendship, made more post - intervention nominations as "friends" or "Best friends" both for Italian then immigrant classmates.

The positive role performed by the social "contact" in the diminution of the social distance towards the ethnic out – group seems confirmed.
We can see, in fact, given the diminution of the social distances, that the intervention of cooperative learning produced a significant change in particular oriented towards the classmates of the ethnic out - group (see bar chart below).


Fig. 7 - Mean of friendship nominations received by immigrant children

As we can see in the bar chart, before the educational intervention of cooperative learning the friendship nominations by the ethnic in - group towards the out - group fell mainly in the class of "Classmate" (15.86) and “Friend” (9.14) and there was none preference as "Best friend".
After the intervention of CL there is a reduction in the nominations as "Classmate" (3.00), an increase in the nominations as "Friend" (17.71) and the members of the ethnic out-group gets even some nomination as "Best friend" (4.29).
It is possible to conclude that the cooperative learning intervention has proved to be particularly effective, uniformly for all the children who took part at the action research project. 


Conclusion

The results of this study lead to the following reflections.
The cooperative learning intervention had a positive impact. The variance analysis conducted for pro-social behaviour showed statistically significant effects of the implemented teaching intervention. The cooperative intervention has produced an improvement of the pro-social attitudes of the students, with a consequent reduction in both physical and verbal aggressiveness. The scale of social distance has shown an increase of friendship nominations towards the ethnic out - group.
The explanation of why Cooperative learning has produced an improvement of social adaptation is detectable in the fact that the activities were focused on the characteristic elements of cooperative interaction, rather than on the idea of encouraging confrontation and competition among students, bringing the class to work in a social climate of harmony and cooperation.
It is likely that the continuing and long-lasting cooperation has given more opportunities for reflection, democratic debate, mutual observation and direct knowledge of the classmates in the research for common solutions.
The cooperative learning intervention led to an important and clear change in the social performances of everyday life in the classroom. More specifically, there were several moments of conflict, misunderstandings and bullying, but as the involvement in the cooperative activities gradually grows and the students increased the competence of the methods and the tools, the negative outcomes decrease.
The results obtained from this action research project appear encouraging with regard to its application of group working practices in schools in which there are classes with psychosocial adaptation problems and behavioural difficulties, in particular with regard of multi-ethnic classes.
In the near future, it could be verified:  
the duration of the positive effects of the intervention program realised; 
the practical implications and the possible positive impact of the intervention of cooperative learning on learning processes, socialization and the reduction of prejudice.
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Media Classe	
Mean CPS Pre	Mean CPS Post	18.53125	20.8125	Bambini Italiani	
Media CPS Pre	Media CPS Post	18.48	20.8	Bambini Immigrati	
Media CPS Pre	Media CPS Post	18.714285714285715	20.857142857142858	


Media Classe	Mean AFV pre	Mean AFV post	15.78125	13.625	Bambini Italiani	
Mean CPS Pre	Mean CPS Post	18.48	20.8	Bambini Immigrati	
Mean CPS Pre	Mean CPS Post	18.714285714285715	20.857142857142858	


Media Classe	
Mean IE pre	Mean IE post	19.65625	16.84375	Bambini Italiani	
Media CPS Pre	Media CPS Post	18.48	20.8	Bambini Immigrati	
Media CPS Pre	Media CPS Post	18.714285714285715	20.857142857142858	


positive change	
Classmate	Friend	Best friend	19.0	16.0	17.0	no change	
Classmate	Friend	Best friend	8.0	10.0	8.0	negative change	Classmate	Friend	Best friend	5.0	6.0	7.0	



pre	post	pre	post	pre	post	Classmate	Friend	Best friend	15.85714285714286	9.142857142857132	0.0	3.0	17.71428571428572	4.285714285714285	Italian Male Stundents	Male Students	Female Students	Male Students	Female Students	Italian	Immigrant	11.0	14.0	4.0	3.0	ITALIANS	
PRE	POST	PRE	POST	PRE	POST	Prosocial Behaviour	Physical and Verbal Aggression	Emotional Instability 	18.48	20.8	16.32	14.08	20.04	17.04	IMMMIGRANTS	
PRE	POST	PRE	POST	PRE	POST	Prosocial Behaviour	Physical and Verbal Aggression	Emotional Instability 	18.71428571428572	20.85714285714286	13.85714285714286	12.0	18.28571428571419	16.14285714285714	
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