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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

The ISOTIS project addresses issues arising in culturally and linguistically diverse societies, 
which propose challenges for Europe’s education systems. Changes are needed, with 
frameworks and approaches that positively address cultural and linguistic diversity, and 
professionals with competencies to interact in a multi-cultural and multi-lingual context. For 
parent- and family- support systems, approaches are required that respond to the needs of 
families who face the task of integrating their heritage culture and language background with the 
cultural and linguistic context they are living in. ISOTIS (WP3) collected research evidence and 
expert knowledge on the best practices in supporting families of disadvantaged groups, including 
those with other cultural and language backgrounds, in providing stimulating home learning 
environments. This report brings together the work done to develop and test ICT-facilitated 
interventions for parents and professionals working with parents from culturally and linguistically 
diverse contexts in four countries in Europe. Across all four contexts, the focus of the interventions 
is on families managing and making best use of the several languages and language resources 
present in their life in supporting child development and learning.  
 
Applying the bio-ecological systems model of personal development (1979; Bronfenbrenner & 
Morris, 2006) to this context demonstrates that to explore and address questions related to 
children’s language experiences and language development in multi-lingual contexts, proximal 
processes in the child’s immediate environments (micro-systems), as well as broader issues such 
as language ideologies of all social agents, and beliefs about how to support child learning have 
to be taken into account. The construct of global competence is of significance for the studies 
presented in this report. Education towards global competence has been recognised as essential 
to help develop more inclusive societies (OECD, 2018). The foundations of global competence 
are value for cultural diversity, the promotion of cultural awareness and respectful interactions in 
increasingly diverse societies. Within this framework, the importance of professionals’ attitudes 
and practices with culturally diverse populations has been highlighted, with a focus on 
professionals’ multi-cultural beliefs and multi-cultural skills. In the context of early interventions, 
the construct of cultural sensitivity has been identified as essential in supporting professionals to 
respectfully interact with culturally diverse families. The construct recognises that in order to 
incorporate their practices in unfamiliar contexts of diverse values and beliefs, professionals need 
to assess their beliefs, practices and values in relation to those of the families they are working 
with (Gardiner & French, 2011). For the studies presented in this report, beliefs about multi-
lingualism and strategies to support children’s multi-lingual development are of particular 
importance. Multi-lingualism is viewed as a resource, with potential benefits for individuals and 
society (Council of the European Union, 2014).  
 
In this report we present and discuss design, implementation, and findings of the ISOTIS design-
based research studies carried out in four European countries: England, Germany, Italy, and the 
Czech Republic. The work was predominately carried out in cooperation with community services 
offering support to families and parents, and in one case in the context of the school. Cooperating 
practitioners were community workers, public librarians, family learning/parent tutors, and 
teachers. The focus was on supporting families with language backgrounds other than the school 
language and children at preschool/early school age. Participating parents were part of the local 
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community, and users of services offered by the participating institution/organisation. Intervention 
activities focussed on multiculturalism and multilingualism, and promoting heritage language and 
culture in linguistically and culturally complex contexts. 
 
A main component of interventions in all four contexts was the use of technology (the ISOTIS 
virtual learning environment; https://vle.isotis.org/) to address some of the difficult issues arising 
in parent support (particularly in diverse contexts), and to stimulate and empower stakeholders in 
multilingual and multicultural environments. Involving stakeholders in co-creative processes, and 
building on their cultural and linguistic resources were key design principles, and reflected the 
ISOTIS aims to increase engagement and empowerment of stakeholders, and contribute to 
enriched and intercultural curriculum and programme development (Pastori et al., 2019b). A 
design-based research approach was employed (Pastori et al., 2019b). An essential part of this 
task was to co-create content for the ISOTIS VLE (Pastori, Mangiatordi, & Pagani, 2019a, b) – a 
virtual learning tool to support professionals in dealing with diversity – and to test the tool when 
implementing interventions which make use of the VLE. Implementation was accompanied by 
ongoing documentation and evaluation. 
 
To conclude, this report presents some key messages which address design and implementation, 
and focus on characteristics which we identified as those that most shaped our interventions: 
organisational support; practitioners’ professional experience, knowledge, motivation and skills; 
parents’ time motivation, skills and openness to share their experiences; participants’ access to 
ICT and ICT confidence and skills, and a digital platform that is attractive and user-friendly. Key 
messages are followed up by recommendations for practice which guide some considerations 
regarding the political environment needed to facilitate the success of interventions aiming to 
support parents in bringing up their children in multi-lingual environments.  

Key messages  

1. The organisation plays an important role in the success of an intervention, especially if it is 
complex and relies on the involvement of different stakeholders (e.g. parents, children, teachers). 
Across our four sites, we found significant differences in how organisations got involved in the 
interventions, and how much resources, support and leadership was offered to those practitioners 
who were planning and delivering the interventions. Relatedly, we found differences in 
practitioners’ motivation, knowledge and skills to get involved in design and implementation, and 
in the use of the ISOTIS VLE.  
 
2. All organisations expressed recognition of the value of heritage culture and language. Yet a 
focus on actively supporting heritage language maintenance and bilingual child development was 
either relatively new in our participating interventions, or not at all part of their usual parent support 
work.  
 
3. Children’s skills, their enjoyment of activities, and their motivation to participate can play an 
important role in facilitating parent involvement. The preschool has the potential to play an 
important role in sharing documentation which enables parents to see their children in ‘action’.  
 
4. Most parents want their children to learn and maintain the heritage language as well as to learn 
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the language of instruction. Finding the resources needed to support these dual language goals 
can be difficult for parents, yet parents receive little support in this task. Many parents report 
challenges they face in particular related to children’s heritage language learning, and (over time) 
a tendency to prioritise learning of the language of instruction.  
 
5. Our interventions put emphasis on paying attention to how families think and feel about their 
languages, and how they use their languages at home. Parents appreciated opportunities for 
reflection and the sharing of experiences concerning these issues, and for practitioners those 
moments were also important opportunities for learning.  
 
6. Yet, parent motivation to engage with our interventions were not predominantly driven by 
wishes to address goals related to support for heritage language learning. Many parents wanted 
to learn more about the school system and supporting child learning in school, and were highly 
motivated to do what schools expect from them.  

 
7. Documentation that reflects experiences and activities at home can be very valuable; it has 
much potential to stimulate and support reflection and learning in parent groups, and to strengthen 
communication and partnerships between home and educational institutions. Yet, creating such 
rich resources is not an easy task. Parents need opportunities to practice, and ongoing support 
by experienced practitioners in producing such resources. Creating and sharing rich 
documentation also relies on respectful and trustful relationships.   
 
8. Observations of implementation showed that parents appreciate hands-on activities and 
opportunities to actively practice strategies to support child learning. Yet, Practitioners were more 
confident in working with parents towards supporting child learning of literacy skills in general, or 
in literacy skills in the school language, than on working towards goals of bilingual development 
or in teaching strategies parents could use at home to support heritage language maintenance.   

Recommendations addressing intervention design 

1. Design parent support which expresses recognition of the value of heritage language and 
culture. 

2. Within organisations, develop a clear vision of the intervention, its aims and its 
implementation, and a strategy of leadership. 

3. Provide practitioners with sufficient resources including training, time for planning and 
preparation, time to build networks and ensure collaboration with other institutions, time 
for face-to-face contact with parents, and a climate of collaboration where all members 
support each other, reflect on their practice, share good practices, and are aligned in their 
mission.  

4. Select qualified staff with sensitivity for multi-culturalism and multi-lingualism, who are 
able to relate to parents and create trustful relationships.  

5. Ensure parents experience recognition of the value of heritage language learning and 
multi-lingual development from the side of the school too. Build close links to those 
educational institutions which the children are attending, and make plans for collaborative 
work, which ensure that everyone involved is aligned to the mission of the intervention.  
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6. Seek new ways in which children, through their own involvement with the aims and 
activities of interventions, can motivate and guide parent involvement.  

7. Design resources which invite reflection and the sharing of experiences, and make sure 
that documentation of experiences is an integral part of activities.  

8. Design resources and plan activities which help parents to learn and practice how to 
make best use of the several languages present in the families’ homes when interacting 
in everyday routines.  

Recommendations addressing intervention implementation 

1. Provide ample of opportunities for reflection and the sharing of experiences. Show 
respect and pay attention to how families with diverse language backgrounds think and 
feel about, and how they use their languages at home.  

2. Make a conscious effort to help parents to make decision about their language choices, 
and make sure they are well informed, and informed in a balanced way about the benefits 
and challenges of multi-lingual development.  

3. Provide parents with choice, and support those choices in helping parents work towards 
their aims. Set learning goals. When planning home activities, spend time planning 
language use for each activity, wherever possible allowing for all languages. Provide 
opportunities for hands-on activities and the practicing of strategies parents can use to 
support multi-lingual development and language maintenance at home. 

4. Aim for rich and meaningful documentation of home learning activities and language 
experiences. Support parents in creating these materials. Use this documentation to 
stimulate reflection and learning, and create ways to share rich documentations of 
families’ language (and cultural) resources and practices with educational institutions 
children are attending.  

5. Ensure that collaborations with educational institutions are based on a shared mission, 
with shared understanding and trust between each partner involved, and all partners 
contributing towards exchanges.  

Recommendations addressing the ISOTIS VLE 

An integral part of all interventions was the involvement the ISOTIS VLE. What participants valued 
most about the platform were the materials that were audio-visual and attractive to parents, 
didactic and focusing on teaching content, and stimulating shared reflections. Practitioners 
appreciated the potential of the platform as a resource to help their planning, with the opportunity 
to collect more ideas and share good practices within the team, the multi-lingual potential of the 
platform, and the potential to facilitate communication, collaboration and networking. Yet, 
regarding the use of the VLE, it became clear that some parents managed better and were more 
motivated than others in accessing the platform and engaging with it. Many challenges were met, 
pointing towards the need of additional resources and important improvements needed to realise 
the potential of the VLE. In addition, children’s involvement with the platform was found to be an 
important factor in either hindering or facilitating parent engagement with the platform. Finally, 
using the platform during sessions with parents had an effect on the use of time and the 
pedagogical approach. Some adjustments were needed, and on some instances, this created 
tensions. 
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1. Resources: Ensure practitioners have sufficient time, training and ongoing support to 

engage with the platform and add to its recourses. Plan time to ensure parents have 
sufficient opportunities to engage with the tool, while supported by practitioners.  Ensure 
parents and practitioners have the material resources to access the platform reliably and 
without losing valuable time (e.g. stable internet connection, appropriate screen to share 
content with groups of parents, personal devices for parents to use at home).  

2. Platform improvements: Ensure the tool is attractive and user-friendly and is well aligned 
with the ICT skills and confidence practitioners and parents have. Base improvements on 
careful considerations of how parents are already using ICT in their day-to-day life, and 
how the use of digital technology to support parent interventions can best match (or be 
integrated with) the tools that they choose to use and the ways in which they use them. 
Ensure all digital functions work reliably on all devices available to users (e.g. an interface 
that works with a smartphone). Improve communication tools the platform offers. Improve 
the multi-lingual functions of the platform. 

3. Consider and plan for the supportive role children can play in facilitating parent 
engagement with the platform. Consider at the same time, that especially parents with 
younger children are hesitant about using ICT to support their children’s learning, which 
can create tensions and work against parent motivation to engage with a digital platform.  

4. Consider the role of the platform and engagement with it during face-to-face time with 
parents, and plan in advance how to combine and balance (independent) parent work on 
the platform with a pedagogy that focuses on hands-on activities and collaborative group 
learning. 

5. Ensure parents have opportunities to learn to engage with the platform and its 
functions/tools, and opportunities to gain the confidence, motivations and skills needed 
to explore and use the VLE independently at home. 

Policy implications 

Our summary of findings and recommendations towards practice help to guide considerations 
regarding the political environment needed to facilitate the success of interventions aiming to 
support parents in bringing up their children in multi-lingual environments.   
 
First, a policy agenda and clear political commitment is needed at national and regional level. 
Individual parent support organisations cannot work on their own; they have to be embedded in 
a wider political and institutional culture that respects and pays attention to language beliefs and 
language practices in families with diverse language backgrounds, and supports maintenance of 
heritage cultures and languages. This needs to be demonstrated by policy documents and 
frameworks, public announcements, and (long-term) financial support for initiatives at all levels 
which work towards shared aims related education in multi-lingual contexts.  
 
Collaborations and networks need to be activated and sustained – particularly those between 
local organisations that provide parent education and support, and educational institutions 
children are attending. Teaching and learning resources need to be developed to support 
practitioners and parents working in multi-lingual contexts. Skilled and competent practitioners 
are needed, and they need sufficient resources and continuous support. Good practices need to 
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be identified and shared, and the effectiveness of interventions needs to be monitored and 
evaluated. 
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