
1

DEVELOPING SOCIAL SKILLS 
TO PROMOTE ACADEMIC SUCCESS 

FOR ALL STUDENTS

Giovanna Malusà
Department of Psychology and Cognitive Science, University of Trento (Italy)

giovanna.malusa@unitn.it

giovanna@email.it

Cooperative Learning Conference

Meeting the Challenges of the 21st Century
Odense, Denmark, 1st - 3rd October 2015

INTRODUCTION
Theoretical
framework

Data analysis of international and national surveys (MIUR, 2012;
2014a; OECD-PISA, 2010) confirms in Italy:

� the presence of immigrant students in Italian school
system as a structural data (802.785 migrant students in
2013-14)

� overtaking of the second generation: pupils with non-
Italian citizenship born in Italy represents the 51,7% of
total of migrant students

Source: MIUR, 2014a, p. 5

Data analysis

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion
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INTRODUCTION
Theoretical
framework

� students from first or second generation immigrant
backgrounds perform worse than their Italian peers

� the training channeling characterizes the paths of
migrants students, who the choose Professional
Education Schools (CFP)

Data analysis

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion

Giovanna Malusà - Developing Social Skills to  promote Academic Success  for all Students

INTRODUCTION
Theoretical
framework

� Council of Europe (2008): Intercultural Dialogue as a
model

� OECD-PISA (2010): Impossibility of separating an
effective training program from building a social justice
context

� Europe 2020 Agenda OECD (2012): Equity as inclusion
and equity as fairness

� Clear indications in Italian legislation

International 

documents: what

kind of intercultural

choices? 

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion
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INTRODUCTION                                                                                                               
Theoretical
framework

� From Intercultural Education to Social Justice Education
as a necessary step (Gundara & Portera, 2008; Gorski, 2009; Tarozzi,
2011a; 2014).

� Centrale role of Education to facilitate processes of equity
(Torres & Noguera, 2008; Suárez-Orozco & Todorova, 2008; Tarozzi,
2011b; 2015; Malusà & Tarozzi, 2015).

� Social skills such as founding the educational process
(Council of the European Union, 2000)

Critical research: 

from Intercultural

Education to Social 

Justice Education

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion
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IN  YOUR 
OPINION…
Question
research

Which processes can provide
quality learning for all pupils
living in difficult contexts?

Which Social justice 

Education model to 

migrant students' 

inclusion?

ACTIVITIES Context Method Analysis Results Discussion
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Write in few words your response

on your notebook…

(3 minutes)
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RESEARCH 
PURPOSE                                                  
Question
research

Which processes can provide quality
learning for all pupils living in difficult
contexts?

Which Social justice 

Education model to 

migrant students' 

inclusion?

I PHASE

• What are the 
elements of 
effectiveness
of 
Cooperative 
Learning in 
intercultural
education?

II PHASE

• Which process 
supports 
effective 
strategies 
toward quality 
learning for all 
in 
multicultural 
contexts?  

III PHASE

• What is the 
transfer 
process 
in the 
context of a 
new school?

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion
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CONTEXT

Participants
Multicultural class of 

primary school:

19 pupils

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion
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CONTEXT

Participants

Heterogeneous and multi-problematic class with different:

� foreign origin (India, Morocco, Tunisia, Venezuela, Algeria, 
Colombia)

� religion

� levels of learning and disability

The class was crossed by a climate of conflict:

� relational problems between pupils difficult to manage

� conflict between natives and migrants parents

Multicultural class of 

primary school:

19 pupils

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion
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CONTEXT

Participants

�38 parents

�26 teachers

38 Parents

26 Teachers

1
11

15

9 2

primary school middle school high school university degree NR

31

2 2 2 1

Italy Morocco Tunisia Algeria Colombia

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion

10

16

primary school middle school
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CONTEXT
Activities in 
primary school
Learning Together

Model (Johnson, 

Johnson & Holubec, 

1994):

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion
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� Heterogeneous team work of 4-5 pupils

� Roles rotation
- Leader

- Speaker

- Reporter

- Observer

CONTEXT
Activities in 
primary school
Learning Together

Model (Johnson, 

Johnson & Holubec, 

1994):

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion
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� Activities to facilitate social 
abilities

� Interdisciplinary
multicultural projects
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METHOD
Grounded
Theory
(Charmaz, 2005)

Source: Tarozzi, 2008, p. 40.

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion
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METHOD

Phases

Longitudinal research with  three phases:

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion
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METHOD

Data

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion
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DOCUMENTAL 
DATA 

(2005-2011)

Archival
records

Grey 
documents

VERBAL DATA

43 FOCUSED 
INTERVIEWS 
- teachers

- parents

- experts

19 SMALL 
GROUP 

INTERVIEWS  

- pupils

167 
QUESTIONNAIRES

- pupils

OBSERVATIONS 

(2007-2011)

PARTICIPANTS 
OBSERVATIONS

VISUAL 
DATA and 

PRACTICES 
DOCUMENT

ATIONS

photos

videos

poster

MEMOS

A
n

n
o

ta
ti

o
n

s

ANALYTICAL 
PROCESS

� All the material (sources) transformed into text

� Interviews verbatim written and encoded  according to GT 
procedures

Support of QSRNVivo9

INITIAL 
CODING

FOCUSED 
CODING

THEORETICAL 
CODING

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion
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ANALYTICAL 
PROCESS
Theoretical sampling*

*Richards & Morse, 2007, p.241.

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion

� Italian citizenship and not

� different degrees of involvement in the relationship with 
the school 
(from opposed to active explicit collaboration)

� different teaching methods
(active other frontal)

Giovanna Malusà - Developing Social Skills to  promote Academic Success  for all Students

ANALYTICAL 
PROCESS                                            
Coding

7

Categories

20 Themes

742 Codes

3193 Occurrences

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion
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Source: Malusà , 2015
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ANALYTICAL 
PROCESS
7 Categories

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion

Local e global 
sociopolitical

contexts

Experience of 
difficulties

Teachers’ 
ethical
choices

Teachers’ 
strategies 

and effective 
skills

Creating 
multicultural 
experiences

Construction 
of social skills 

in the 
students

Quality 
learning for 

all

Giovanna Malusà - Developing Social Skills to  promote Academic Success  for all Students

Introduction Context Method ACTIVITIES Results Discussion

Difficulties haven't 
changed, but what 
has changed is the 

way in which we 
perceive them

(Teacher) 

I’ve felt the big 
responsibility 
for efficiently 
managing the 

class 

(Teacher)

Feeling like 
brothers and 

sisters 

(Student)

Facilitating 
inclusion through 

effective 
methodologies, 

thought and shared 
within the team 

(Teacher)

Giovanna Malusà - Developing Social Skills to  promote Academic Success  for all Students

ANALYTICAL 
PROCESS
Some codes
invivo…
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AND IN  YOUR 
EXPERIENCE? 

Introduction Context Method ACTIVITIES Results Discussion

Teachers’ 
strategies and 
effective skills 

Creating 
multicultural 
experiences

Teachers’ 
ethical choices

In my
experience

…

Giovanna Malusà - Developing Social Skills to  promote Academic Success  for all Students

Write in few words 

some ideas 

about these categories

behind the tickets 

that are in the 

envelope..

(5 minutes)

Which is the
relationship
between
these categories?

Create your tree
diagram

Introduction Context Method ACTIVITIES Results Discussion
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Local e global 
sociopolitical

contexts

Experience of 
difficulties

Teachers’ 
ethical choices

Teachers’ 
strategies and 
effective skills 

Creating 
multicultural 
experiences 

Construction 
of social skills 

in the students 

Quality 
learning for all 
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RESULTS
Theoretical model

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion

Giovanna Malusà - Developing Social Skills to  promote Academic Success  for all Students

Source: Malusà & Tarozzi, 2015

RESULTS  
4 Phases

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion

Giovanna Malusà - Developing Social Skills to  promote Academic Success  for all Students

Which are 
the 4 successive stages 

of an effective 
teaching/learning process



13

1. Taking sides ethically

PRECONDITIONS      

• Reality choices in everyday 
practice

• Pervade all other categories

Nowadays I’d highly criticize the public school … the school for all, 

because I do believe that our society is going more and more… 

towards an exclusive and excluding school! (Teacher13, 2011)

In the last five years I’ve felt the big responsibility for efficiently 

managing the class […] the big challenge to be able to offer 

concrete opportunities for learning for all. 

(Teacher4, 2011)

RESULTS                                                                     
I Phase

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion

Giovanna Malusà - Developing Social Skills to  promote Academic Success  for all Students

2. Facilitating the experience with effective strategies

CONDITIONS OF PRACTICABILITY

RESULTS                                                                                       
II Phase

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion

Giovanna Malusà - Developing Social Skills to  promote Academic Success  for all Students

“Difficulties haven't changed, but what has 

changed is the way in which we perceive them”.

(Teacher primary school, 2010) 
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Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion
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2. Facilitating the experience with effective strategies

CONDITIONS OF PRACTICABILITY

1) the presence of social 
competences in 
teachers

2) a shared project 
between colleagues

3) the use of active 
methodologies of 
teaching 

4) parental involvement 
in school

RESULTS                                                                                       
II Phase

Source: Malusà, 2015

3. Constructing social skills 

CORE CATEGORY

RESULTS                                                                                      
III Phase

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion

Giovanna Malusà –
Developing Social Skills to  promote Academic

Success  for all Students
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RESULTS                                                                                      
III Phase

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion

3. Constructing social skills 

CORE CATEGORY

Giovanna Malusà - Developing Social Skills to  promote Academic Success  for all Students

RESULTS                                                                                      
III Phase

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion

3. Constructing social skills 

CORE CATEGORY

Giovanna Malusà - Developing Social Skills to  promote Academic Success  for all Students

Source: Malusà, 2011, p. 121 

DEVELOPMENT OF 

COMMUNICATION'S SKILLS (7)

DECISION-

MAKING'S SKILLS 

(12)

GROUP MANAGEMENT (11)

SELF 

MANAGEMENT (11)

MEDIATION'S 

SKILLS (5)

SOCIO-AFFECTIVE GROWTH (7)

SOCIAL SKILLS IN THE STUDENTS
NUMBER OF OCCURRENCES

(the number of codes within brackets)
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RESULTS                                                                                      
III Phase

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion

3. Constructing social skills 

CORE CATEGORY

Giovanna Malusà - Developing Social Skills to  promote Academic Success  for all Students

PERCENTAGE FREQUENCY RELATED SOCIAL SKILLS 

DECLARED BY ITALIAN AND IMMIGRANT STUDENTS

Source: Malusà, 2011, p. 121 

Italian students

Migrant students

RESULTS                                                                                     
IV Phase

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion

4.

Giovanna Malusà - Developing Social Skills to  promote Academic Success  for all Students

4. Quality learning for all

OUTCOMES
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RESULTS                                                                                     
IV Phase

All children improved 

considerably their 

school performance 

in every subject.

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion

4. Quality learning for all

OUTCOMES

Academic success

Giovanna Malusà - Developing Social Skills to  promote Academic Success  for all Students

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7

enough

discreet

good

distinct

excellent

italian students  students of foreign origin

STUDENT PERFORMANCE IN THE FIFTH CLASS

0

2

4

6

8

10

AO1 AO2 AA3 AA4 AA5

G
r
a
d
e
s

italian language 2th GRADE italian language 5th GRADE

mathematics 2th GRADE mathematics 5th GRADE

Source: Malusà & Tarozzi, 2015

RESULTS                                                                                     
IV Phase

� The  migrant students  take 
active roles in the life of the 
class, with a status 
recognized by peers.

� The sociograms reveal a 
cohesive class, with internal 
dynamics sometimes 
flaming, but which include 
all pupils, without distinction 
of their origin.

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion

4. Quality learning for all

OUTCOMES

Feeling all well at school 

Giovanna Malusà - Developing Social Skills to  promote Academic Success  for all Students

Source: Malusà, 2014, p. 104 

Source: Malusà, 2011, p. 125 
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DISCUSSION                                              
Academic
success for all?

…it shows some 

directions of sense

SOCIAL EQUITY 
AS AN ETHICAL 

CHOICE

CONGRUENT 
POLITICAL 
CONTEXTS

TEACHERS’ 
COMPETENCES 

AND 
EFFECTIVE 

STRATEGIES

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results Discussion

Giovanna Malusà - Developing Social Skills to  promote Academic Success  for all Students

DISCUSSION

From Research
to Education

Introduction Context Method Analysis Results ACTIVITIES

Giovanna Malusà - Developing Social Skills to  promote Academic Success  for all Students

…if you want, share 

with your neighbor colleague 

some reflections about  

these directions of sense

in relationship with the first question:

Which processes can provide 
quality learning for all pupils

living in difficult contexts? 

(3 minutes)
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