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ABSTRACT

The COVID-19 pandemic exposed entrenched inequities in education, particularly
affecting racialized groups such as refugee and migrant youth. This article examines
how emergency measures during the pandemic exacerbated existing exclusionary
practices in Croatia’s education system, notably through the implementation of re-
mote learning, which was conducted exclusively in Croatian. Drawing on interdisci-
plinary approaches from educational anthropology, critical race theory, and human
rights law, this study unpacks the racialised dynamics of institutional neglect and
oppression faced by racialized and minoritized children. Using socio-legal analysis,
the authors highlight the systemic barriers to equitable education, including lan-
guage exclusion, socioeconomic disparities, and lack of institutional accountability.
The article also reflects on advocacy efforts, including a formal complaint against
Croatia for violating the International Convention on the Rights of the Child. By
situating these issues within broader societal contexts, this analysis advances under-
standing of the racialization of education and underscores the need for transforma-
tive, inclusive educational policy, pedagogies, and research.

KEYWORDS: COVID-19, racialized and minoritized students, education, rights

INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought to light the contagious nature of so-
cial issues that have persistently fostered a sense of separation from and
discrimination against individuals from different racial, ethnic, and trans-
national backgrounds, especially in the context of education. When schools
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had to close their physical doors and transition to distance learning dur-
ing the initial surge of the COVID-19 pandemic, certain vulnerable groups,
such as refugee youth and other marginalized students, found themselves
left behind (Buzinki¢, 2023; GOOD, 2020a; Cerna, 2020). Research by the
European Network of Ombudspersons for Children (ENOC) (2021: 12) re-
vealed that children belonging to specific and vulnerable groups, includ-
ing asylum-seeking and refugee children, were more likely to be adversely
affected by emergency measures implemented in response to COVID-19.
Since remote schooling was exclusively offered in Croatian, educational au-
thorities inadvertently excluded refugee youth who were not proficient in
the language (Kuca ljudskih prava, 2021).

This exclusion highlighted an ongoing political trend of creating a divide
between refugee youth and the language of the dominant culture (Buzinkic,
2023 and 2017; Cuca, 2021). Despite efforts by civil society and pressure
from the parents of refugee youth, these students could only effective-
ly rejoin schooling at the start of the new school year in September 2020.
In response to the unjust exclusion of youth from education during the
COVID-19 pandemic, the two authors of this text actively participated in
collaborative efforts to promote the comprehensive inclusion of migrant,
refugee and other minoritized youth within the Croatian education system
and society. Initially, these endeavours involved dedicated work with the
Workgroup UnEqual, established shortly after the onset of the COVID-19
pandemic and the implementation of exclusively distant schooling. UnE-
qual functioned as a vital component of the GOOD Initiative, a national
informal platform committed to advocating for equal educational oppor-
tunities and the democratization of the education system in Croatia. Nine
weeks after the introduction of distance learning exclusively in Croatian,
GOOD’s UnEqual issued a statement titled “Why are certain children left
behind?” (GOOD, 2020a).

The statement contended that several weeks after the beginning of remote
learning, the most vulnerable groups of children were entirely or partially
excluded from the educational process, thereby violating their human right
to education. The Ministry of Science and Education did not respond to
inquiries from the GOOD Initiative and other organizations and initiatives
that had been raising awareness about discrimination against Roma, Serbi-
an, and refugee children, as well as children of non-dominant ethnic origin
whose native language is not Croatian. Additionally, students and families
living in poverty or at risk of poverty, as well as other children from mar-
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ginalized and disadvantaged groups, lost various forms of assistance and
support they had previously received.

The GOOD Initiative’s statement (2020a), in the crafting of which we collab-
orated, sheds light on the racialized status of refugee and migrant children,
as well as other minoritized youth, who have been historically subjected to
oppressive and discriminatory treatment. We, therefore, argued that “chil-
dren of non-dominant ethnic origin, with different skin colours, languages,
and cultural characteristics, as well as those with lower socio-economic
status, children with disabilities, and children with learning and/or devel-
opmental difficulties, who have already been exposed to various forms of
discrimination, are now in an even more unfavourable position over the
past two months due to their completely or partially hindered access to
education. The fact that responsible institutions have forgotten about them,
as they tend to do even in usual circumstances, indicates that this is a case
of institutionalised neglect and oppression.”

As a result of joint conversations among the GOOD Initiative, teachers,
pedagogues, and affected children and their families about the racialized
“institutionalized neglect and oppression” — followed by numerous at-
tempts to impact educational authorities” decisions on how to re-integrate
refugee and migrant students into distance learning efficiently and with
care — we decided to submit a formal complaint against the Republic of
Croatia. The complaint alleged violations of Articles 28, 29, and 30 of the
International Convention on the Rights of the Child and was submitted in
accordance with the provisions of the Optional Protocol to the Convention
on the Rights of the Child on a Communications Procedure.

In this article, we employ an interdisciplinary approach that combines in-
sights from educational anthropology, critical sociology and race theories,
and human rights law to examine the social phenomena of racialization,
discrimination, and exclusion of refugee, migrant and other minoritized
children and youth in Croatia within a broader social context. By apply-
ing a socio-legal analysis, we discuss how the COVID-19 regime — intro-
duced through lockdowns and social distancing —ill-painted education and
brought to the fore racialised inequalities and contradictions within inclu-
sive and just education, tenets underpinning segregated and exclusionary
schooling for refugee, migrant and other minoritized children and youth in
Croatia. This critical analysis helps fill gaps in the production of knowledge
about the racialization and discrimination of migrant, refugee and other
minoritized youth within Croatia’s education system.
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THE RIGHTS-BASED APPROACH VS. EDUCATION AS A
CRITICAL SITE OF SOCIAL CHANGE

The individual right to education is considered a fundamental human right
that empowers people to fully realise their potential, participate in society,
and contribute to the progress of their communities and nations. It is rec-
ognized as a key element in the promotion and protection of other human
rights. Education should be universally accessible to all children as it is an
essential human right recognized and protected by several international
human rights treaties, such as the Universal Declaration of Human Rights
(Article 26), the International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural
Rights (Article 13), the Convention on the Rights of the Child (Article 28),
the Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against
Women (Article 10), the International Convention on the Protection of the
Rights of All Migrant Workers and Members of Their Families (Article 30),
and the European Convention for the Protection of Human Rights and Fun-
damental Freedoms (Article 2 of Protocol No. 1). These treaties establish the
legal framework requiring countries to guarantee access to education for all
children, and obligating governments to take concrete steps to ensure the
realization of this right. It is essential for governments to prioritize educa-
tion, allocate adequate resources, and remove barriers to access to ensure
that every child can enjoy their right to education.

Universal access to education promotes equality and non-discrimination,
and all children, regardless of background, gender, race, ethnicity, nationali-
ty, or social status, should have an equal opportunity to develop their talents
and potential. The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (1948) and the
Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC, 1989) both affirm education as
a fundamental human right for all children, emphasizing the importance of
equitable access (United Nations, 1948; 1989). These principles are crucial for
protecting the rights of migrant and refugee children, who are often at risk
of exclusion. Upholding the principle of non-discrimination, as enshrined in
international human rights law, is an essential prerequisite for guarantee-
ing that these children are treated with equal protection under the law. This
includes compliance with the UNESCO Convention against Discrimination
in Education (1960), which obligates states to ensure equal access to quality
education and eliminate any barriers to enrolment (UNESCO, 1960).

The effective implementation of non-discriminatory educational policies for
migrant and refugee children, regardless of their immigration status, is vital
for fostering social inclusion. Legal and policy measures should address
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specific obstacles, as recommended in UNHCR and OHCHR guidelines on
migration and education (UNHCR, 2009; OHCHR, 2018). These measures
include removing language and documentation requirements, as well as
age-based restrictions that might limit access to education. By guaranteeing
equal access, states uphold their commitments to non-discrimination, creat-
ing an inclusive environment that supports every child’s right to education
and equal opportunity.

For migrant and refugee children, as well as national minority children,
to effectively exercise their rights in accordance with international human
rights law, a comprehensive rights-based approach is required. Huttova et
al. (2010) identified four essential policy areas that intersect and influence
the inclusion of migrant children in the education system. These areas en-
compass policies related to: a) fundamental rights, equality, and anti-dis-
crimination; b) migration and integration; c) social inclusion and cohesion;
and d) education and training. The first dimension, which requires assur-
ance of anti-discrimination policies, emerged as part of a broader frame-
work aimed at addressing the increasing variety of approaches to diver-
sity management adopted by European societies and various EU Member
States, ranging from multicultural integration to assimilationist models.
The second dimension, migration and integration, has gained significance
and evolved into two distinct policy packages — one for regular or “legiti-
mate” migrants and another for irregular migrants or irregularized mi-
grants, for that matter (Hamersak, M., PleSe, 1. and Skokié, T., 2024). The
third dimension, social inclusion and cohesion, has also incorporated anti-
discrimination mechanisms. Lastly, the fourth policy field — education and
training — has become increasingly linked to the other dimensions due to
their interconnected nature.

The European Union’s commitment to human rights includes ensuring
the rights of migrants and refugees, reflecting its key role in promoting
democracy and universal rights (Jese Perkovi¢, 2014). This involves ensur-
ing access to essential services such as healthcare and education, protec-
tion against discrimination, and the safeguarding of dignity and well-being.
Recognizing the significance of addressing “higher-than-average rates of
academic underachievement and early dropout” (Huttova et al., 2010:17)
among migrant youth, the EU acknowledges that these issues directly con-
tribute to challenges such as social marginalization, integration failure, and
future unemployment. There has been a growing interest in the issues of
integration, diversity, and equality concerning the education of migrant
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children in the European Union, a trend that continues to gain momentum
(Huttova et al., 2010:31).

However, human rights frameworks and integration policies often func-
tion as mechanisms of assimilation and exclusion rather than genuine inclu-
sion. Critical scholars argue that these approaches universalize Eurocentric
norms while marginalizing racialized populations, reinforcing structural
inequalities rather than dismantling them (Shilliam, 2018). In education and
beyond, so-called integration efforts frequently demand cultural and lin-
guistic conformity from migrant and minority children, positioning them as
“deficient” rather than recognizing and valuing their knowledge and lived
experiences (Darder, 2012).

From a liberal democratic standpoint, education is presented as an experi-
ence that plays a transformative role in the lives of young people, including
asylum-seeking minors and refugees, empowering them to realize their po-
tential, pursue successful careers, and seize opportunities. However, Lucie
Cerna (2019:4) noted that the needs of refugee students are not always met
by education systems, “which can hinder the integration potential of these
students. This poses considerable challenges as the integration of refugee
students in education systems is important for their academic outcomes
as well as their social and emotional well-being. The success (or lack of)
integration in schools can also affect the future labour market and social
integration potential of these children and youth.” However, from a criti-
cal sociology angle, Michael Apple aptly asserts that education produces
inequalities reflective of the social power dynamics, as follows,

“Power and culture, then, need to be seen, not as static entities with no
connection to each other, but as attributes of existing economic relations
in a society. They are dialectically interwoven so that economic power
and control is interconnected with cultural power and control ... Two
things have been central to this approach, so far. First, it sees schools
as caught up in a nexus of other institutions—political, economic, and
cultural —that are basically unequal. That is, schools exist through their
relations to other more powerful institutions, institutions that are com-
bined in such a way as to generate structural inequalities of power and
access to resources. Second, these inequalities are reinforced and repro-
duced by schools (though not by them alone, of course). Through their
curricular, pedagogical, and evaluative activities in day-to-day life in
classrooms, schools play a significant role in preserving if not generat-
ing these inequalities ...”(1979: 63-64)
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Drawing from the works of critical theorists like Althusser (1971), who ar-
gued that educational institutions are not neutral but function as sites of
ideological control and reproduction, we must reconsider how the educa-
tion system operates as both a mechanism of integration and exclusion. Al-
thusser (1971) posited that schools serve as ideological state apparatuses
that reinforce dominant social and economic structures. In this context,
schools represent more than just places of learning; they are spaces where
the state asserts its power over vulnerable populations by shaping their
identities and opportunities.

However, as Paulo Freire (1970) and Bell Hooks (1994) remind us, educa-
tion also holds the potential for resistance and transformation. It can be a
space where hegemonic ideologies are contested and alternative narratives
of social justice and equality are fostered. Freire’s notion of “education for
liberation” challenges the traditional understanding of education as a pro-
cess of passive absorption of knowledge, instead proposing that education
should empower students to critically engage with and transform the world
around them.

The myth of a rights-based approach in Croatia

In the Republic of Croatia, education is considered a fundamental right for
all children, enshrined in the Constitution, international documents, no-
tably the Convention on the Rights of the Child, and various state laws.
Equality of access to education is a constitutional principle, and specific
laws, such as the Constitutional Act on the Rights of National Minorities in
the Republic of Croatia, the Act on Education in the Language and Script
of National Minorities, the Act on International and Temporary Protection,
and the Act on Education in Primary and Secondary Education, mandate
that children from minority groups and those seeking international protec-
tion be granted all educational rights.

The total number of children from national minority groups or beneficiaries
of preschool education programmes offered in the languages and scripts of
national minorities in Croatia increased by 34.7% between the 2003/2004 and
2019/2020 school years, rising from 1,762 to 2,373 beneficiaries (Bjezancevic,
2023). Moreover, the number of students enrolled in primary education
programmes conducted in the languages and scripts of national minori-
ties increased by 6.2% from 2006/2007 to 2019/2020. The number of schools
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providing these programmes grew by 98.1%, while the number of classes
expanded by 47.7% (Bjezancevi¢, 2023).

The presence of refugee and migrant students in Croatian education is quite
low, measuring only a few dozen in larger cities and just a few individuals
in a few smaller towns in Croatia. According to Croatian asylum statistics,
just over 1000 refugees have been granted asylum, of whom under 5% are
children (Ministry of the Interior, 2023), oftentimes not even living in Croa-
tia anymore. Refugee and migrant children enrolling in Croatian schools
face numerous challenges, including the lack of documentation to prove
their previous education, knowledge, and skills, prolonged school enrol-
ment processes (particularly for secondary schools), limited availability of
interpreters, issues with age assessment, and resistance from local commu-
nities (Buzinki¢, 2023; Corkalo-Biruski, 2020; Cuca, 2021). Additionally, old-
er children may not be included in the educational system due to illiteracy,
absence of formal education in their country of origin or during travel, and
the tendency to leave the country shortly after arrival.

As per Croatian legal regulations, discrimination based on race, ethnic ori-
gin, and citizenship is strictly prohibited. Restrictions on access to educa-
tion for children belonging to specific ethnic groups cannot be objectively
justified and do not serve legitimate goals or the best interests of the child,
rendering such practices inherently discriminatory. The right to education
is enshrined as a constitutional right for all children residing within the
territory of Croatia. Pursuant to the Act on International and Temporary
Protection, this right is extended exclusively to minor applicants, encom-
passing those below the age of 18, entitling them to primary and secondary
education. Notably, applicants who have commenced exercising the right
to secondary education are permitted to continue their secondary educa-
tion even after reaching the age of 18.

The Act on International and Temporary Protection explicitly stipulates
that child applicants shall be accorded the right to primary and second-
ary education under the same conditions as Croatian nationals. As per this
legal framework, children can access educational facilities within a time pe-
riod not exceeding 30 days from the date of lodging their application. The
Ministry of the Interior bears responsibility for the enrolment procedure of
asylum-seeking children in preschool institutions, as well as in elementary
and high schools, a task undertaken by employees of the Reception Centre
for Applicants for International Protection. For children under the care of
social welfare institutions, their designated guardians handle the enrolment
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process. It is imperative to note that children who have not completed pri-
mary school and have surpassed the age of 15 forfeit the right to inclusion
in the regular education system, as legislation does not provide for the en-
rolment of children above 15 years of age in primary school. Consequently,
the Ministry of Science and Education anticipates the potential inclusion of
minors above 15 years of age, who have yet to complete primary school, in
adult education programmes.

To ensure equitable opportunities and support, students are entitled to spe-
cial assistance in learning the Croatian language and addressing any knowl-
edge gaps in specific school subjects. This assistance is furnished in the form
of preparatory and supplementary classes, demonstrating the commitment
to facilitating their access to a comprehensive and well-rounded education.
However, there are ongoing challenges in the implementation of preparato-
ry classes. Due to lengthy approval processes and waiting periods, children
often have to wait for months before they can join these classes, leading to
disruptions in their education and slowing down their integration process
(Buzinki¢, 2023; Corkalo-Biruski, 2022; Cuéa, 2021). Additionally, having to
attend preparatory classes at different schools can further complicate mat-
ters, causing some children to miss portions of their regular classes.

Schools play a crucial role in language acquisition, as the classroom is of-
ten the primary setting where migrant and refugee children are required
to communicate in their non-native language. For refugee and migrant
children in Croatia, the acquisition of the Croatian language is essential for
continued educational progress and social integration for several reasons.
First, language acquisition is crucial for effective communication and inclu-
sion within the local education system and broader society (Ogbu, 1992).
By learning Croatian, these children can better engage with teachers, peers,
and the community, thereby enriching their educational experience and
fostering a sense of belonging. Research in educational anthropology em-
phasizes that language proficiency is a fundamental component of cultural
adaptation and identity formation in migrant students, helping them navi-
gate both academic and social spaces (Wortham, 2005).

Second, access to preparatory and supplementary language classes — de-
signed specifically for students with limited or no proficiency in Croatian
— provides a critical pathway to successful integration into mainstream
schools (Cummins, 2001). These classes provide targeted assistance, ena-
bling students to catch up on subject knowledge they may lack due to prior
disruptions in their education, and offer structured support to bridge gaps
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in understanding, especially in subjects where linguistic proficiency is es-
sential. By providing this support, schools help equip migrant and refugee
students with the necessary tools to continue their education successfully,
creating a foundation for equal academic opportunity and long-term social
inclusion.

Although these classes provide valuable linguistic support, they do not nec-
essarily address the deeper structural inequalities inherent in the education
system. As Pierre Bourdieu (1990) argues, the educational experience of
marginalized children is shaped not just by language barriers but by differ-
ences in cultural capital. Differences in language, behaviour, and cultural
knowledge contribute to educational inequalities, and for refugee, migrant,
and Roma children, the lack of access to the dominant cultural forms val-
ued in the Croatian educational system places them at a significant dis-
advantage. Bourdieu’s analysis of social reproduction illustrates how the
educational system perpetuates inequalities by valuing the cultural capital
of dominant groups while marginalizing that of others. Thus, the educa-
tion system does not merely serve as a neutral transmitter of knowledge; it
reproduces social hierarchies, often at the expense of those who are racially,
ethnically, or linguistically different.

METHODOLOGICAL CHOICES AND ETHICO-POLITICAL
COMMITMENTS

As authors, our commitment to critical socio-legal methodologies arises
from a recognition that law and language are integral to the social repro-
duction of inequality. We approach this research not only to examine how
law operates in society but also to challenge the underlying assumptions
that allow it to reinforce dominant social structures. From this vantage
point, our decision to incorporate critical socio-legal methodologies serves
as a tool for interrogating how law — far from being an objective, neutral, or
inclusive institution — is intricately embedded in social contexts, often re-
inforcing existing hierarchies of race, class, gender, and nationality (Lacey,
2009; Bhambra, 2007). From this standpoint, we understand law as a social
practice that not only codifies norms but also constructs and normalizes
forms of racialization and marginalization (Sarat and Kearns, 1993), even
when its language appears supportive of equality and rights.

Critical socio-legal methodologies provide a robust framework for under-
standing how law and its practices contribute to social stratification. In
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migration law, for example, racialized exclusion is often justified through
legal structures and discourses. Foucault (1980) offers a foundational lens
for this work by illustrating how power relations are both reflected and ac-
tively shaped within legal contexts. Our commitment to intersectionality, as
articulated by Crenshaw (1991), further informs our methodology by ensur-
ing we account for how overlapping identities — such as race, gender, and
class — shape individuals” interactions with law and its institutions.

Our critical perspective emphasizes the importance of recognizing our own
positionality in legal research. We understand that our identities and social
positions inevitably shape how we engage with legal systems. As research-
ers with various identities and lived experiences, we acknowledge that our
perspectives are not neutral but are influenced by the social structures and
experiences we inhabit. This self-awareness is essential for us to critically
assess how law operates and how it intersects with power dynamics in so-
ciety. By reflecting on our positionality, we are better equipped to identify
and challenge the biases and inequalities inherent in legal frameworks, and
to ensure that our research is both rigorous and responsible in its approach
to racialized and minoritized communities.

In sum, we employ critical socio-legal methodologies with a commitment
to scrutinizing the law’s role as both an instrument of oppression and a
site of potential transformation. Through conscious reflection on our posi-
tionality, we strive to ensure that our research does not merely critique but
also remains attuned to the needs and voices of marginalized communi-
ties (Haraway, 1988). We hope that this critical engagement illuminates the
intersections of law and educational practice, and deepens the critique of
the intertwined systems of racialization and minoritization. In doing so, we
offer a critique that is not only analytical but also accountable to the racial-
ized and minoritized communities from which we come or with whom we
work, prioritizing their voices and experiences as central to both the cri-
tique and the potential for social change.

LOCKED OUT OF EDUCATION: THE UNRECOGNIZED CASE OF
RIGHTS VIOLATIONS

During the COVID-19 pandemic, most daily activities, including education,
shifted from physical to digital spaces (Lenarci¢ and Smrdelj, 2020). The
Croatian Ombudsperson for Children report (2022: 4) Children on Hold: Chil-
dren’s Rights During the Pandemic 2020-2021 maintains that “the transition
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to an online form of teaching, as a different learning system, caused diffi-
culties for children, parents and educational workers. Children had to deal
with numerous challenges, such as isolation from peers, lack of support and
help in learning at home, lack of appropriate technology, uneven ways and
methods of working in online classes, and lack of free time. Educational
workers needed to master new technologies and ways of encouraging stu-
dents to participate in the virtual environment. Parents were faced with the
challenge of balancing work commitments and providing care for children
and help with learning in distance learning.”

While all students experienced disruption, for racialized and minoritized
students this disruption translated into a complete disconnection from edu-
cation: no access to school, isolation from peers, minimal to no interaction
with teachers, absence of mental health support, and a lack of regular and
healthy meals — all contributing to a profound state of isolation (Buzinki¢,
2023). Starting from 16 March 2020, when schools and preschool education
institutions suspended in-person teaching and switched to remote learning,
migrant, refugee, Roma, Serb and other minoritized children were either
partially or entirely excluded from the educational process. This exclusion
obstructed their right to education and their equal treatment in education.
For these students, Croatian was not their first language and their right to
receive education in their mother tongue was violated (GOOD, 2020, a and
b). Research shows that linguistic proficiency is the key factor in educa-
tional achievement in a diverse classroom and that students’ lack of official
language acquisition results in their inability to comprehensively access the
curriculum (Strand and Hessel, 2018). Consequently, children from these
racialized groups faced developmental and learning delays during this pe-
riod (Cerna, 2020).

Language barriers severely hinder the ability of racialized and minoritized
children to engage in remote learning, as many do not speak the official
language fluently. This language gap, combined with limited parental sup-
port and reduced peer interaction, significantly impedes their educational
progress (OECD, 2020). Critical race theorists emphasize that such struc-
tural barriers in education reinforce existing social hierarchies and serve
to marginalize already disadvantaged groups, perpetuating racialized dis-
parities in access to learning resources and educational equity (Ladson-Bill-
ings and Tate, 1995; Gillborn, 2005). The anthropology of education further
highlights how systemic exclusions within school settings not only disrupt
learning but also fragment essential support networks for racialized stu-
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dents, compounding their alienation from educational opportunities (Lev-
inson and Holland, 1996).

The cumulative effect of these obstacles places racialized and minoritized
children at a profound disadvantage, heightening their risk of marginaliza-
tion and jeopardizing their development and future opportunities. Address-
ing these disparities and human rights violations is essential to ensuring
that these children have equitable access to education and opportunities,
even amid global crises like the COVID-19 pandemic. Human rights frame-
works underscore the necessity of inclusive and equitable education as a
fundamental right, calling for targeted support and resources that accom-
modate the linguistic and socio-economic realities of minoritized students
(UN Committee on the Rights of the Child, 2001; UNESCO, 2017). In line
with these frameworks, it is crucial to provide targeted support, resources,
and inclusive learning strategies to uphold their rights and promote their
overall well-being in these challenging circumstances.

Despite appeals from experts and minority associations to the Ministry of
Science, the public broadcaster, Croatian Radio Television, and the Om-
budsperson for Children in the weeks following the suspension of regular
classes, neither refugee and migrant children nor children from national mi-
norities were provided with appropriate educational content in a form and
format comparable to that offered to Croatian-speaking children from the
majority ethnic group. This occurred despite their legal entitlement, under
minority legislation, to receive education in their national minority scripts
(Petric¢usi¢ and Tatalovi¢, 2018, 104-108). The absence of preparatory or sup-
plementary Croatian language classes through television-mediated edu-
cational programs like “School on Channel 3” further marginalized these
children. Such governmental practices not only impeded social cohesion
but also missed an opportunity to foster integration during the pandemic,
especially in a society increasingly marked by xenophobia and intolerance
towards national minorities, refugees, and migrants.

Additionally, the form of distance learning implemented by the authorities
also discriminated against children from vulnerable groups by failing to
consider their deprived socio-economic conditions (Cerna, 2020). Children
from Roma, Serbian, Arab, and other ethnic backgrounds, as well as those
with refugee or migrant experiences, often live in poverty and unfavour-
able circumstances. The lack of material provisions, such as electricity, ac-
cess to a TV or devices, and basic learning conditions like a desk and a
quiet environment, hampers their ability to participate in distance learning.
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Furthermore, some children, primarily from socio-economically disadvan-
taged families, lacked essential support from family members to navigate
the new education model effectively.

The closure of schools disrupted the lives of racialized students even more
when it denied them access to crucial resources like daily meals and a safe
environment (You et al., 2020; Bhabha, 2020; GOOD, 2020b; UNICEF (2021).
This disruption heightened the risk of dropping out, early marriage, sexu-
al violence, and child labour among migrant and refugee children (IDAC,
2021). The needs of the most marginalized children were not always ad-
dressed in distance learning strategies (United Nations, 2020, 8). The lock-
down and closure of schools posed significant challenges and led to human
rights violations for asylum-seeking minors and refugees, exposing them
to extreme marginalization. These children and adolescents, already fac-
ing socio-economic disadvantage, were disproportionately affected by the
pandemic’s impact on education and their overall well-being. Their par-
ents often lacked the resources to assist them with homework, and many
children of migrant parents did not speak the language of the new country
(OECD, 2020). Migrant and Roma students were less likely to have access
to essential tools for remote learning, such as computers and reliable inter-
net connections (OECD, 2019; GOOD Initiative 2020a). This digital divide
exacerbated the educational disparities faced by these children during the
pandemic. For these reasons, we find it important to analyse these practices
from an intersectional perspective, as the juncture of various identity posi-
tions and socio-cultural statuses of migrant and refugee children results in
intersectional discrimination (Smrdelj et al., 2021; Smrdelj and Pajnik, 2022),
and, more broadly, structural oppression.

According to the GOOD Initiative (2020a), a major concern was the exclu-
sion of deprived children, including those from national minorities and
asylum seekers, from quality preschool programmes. Research has shown
that inclusion in such programmes significantly benefits these children. For
instance, Bredal and Smidt (2016) found that participation in early educa-
tion programmes for children from immigrant backgrounds in Scandinavia
enhanced their academic outcomes and social integration. They argue that
early education provides a space where language acquisition, cultural ad-
aptation, and social cohesion can be fostered, which is particularly critical
for children from minority backgrounds, who may otherwise struggle in
mainstream schooling systems. Vandenbroeck (2011) highlights that access
to quality preschool education helps bridge the educational gap for disad-
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vantaged children, allowing them to develop language skills and cognitive
abilities that are necessary for their future schooling. In contexts where chil-
dren come from backgrounds with limited exposure to the host country’s
language and culture, early childhood education serves as a tool for inte-
gration, reducing the risk of future academic failure and social isolation.
Additionally, European studies on Roma children have shown that quality
preschool education significantly reduces early educational setbacks. Ac-
cording to Nash (2014), Roma children in Europe face persistent educa-
tional inequalities, and enrolment in quality early childhood programmes
is critical for closing the gap. However, due to the pandemic, they were
not included in preschool education institutions (kindergartens) as legally
required, resulting in potential academic setbacks compared to their peers
when they started formal schooling.

Grounded in a comprehensive assessment that exposed both racialization
and systemic discrimination against refugee, migrant, and other minor-
itized children and youth, the GOOD Initiative submitted a formal com-
plaint to the Committee on the Rights of the Child (CRC) (GOOD, 2020c).
The complaint sought urgent protective measures to prevent reprisals
against victims of these entrenched human rights violations and meticu-
lously outlined the key facts of the case, including dates and details of all
relevant administrative authorities approached by the GOOD Initiative in
its efforts to address these breaches. Central to the complaint was the fact
that during the COVID-19 pandemic, educational authorities restricted
distance learning to Croatian-language speakers, thereby systematically
excluding racialized groups — including national minorities, asylum seek-
ers, minors under international and subsidiary protection, unaccompa-
nied migrant children, and undocumented foreign nationals — from ac-
cessing education. This institutionalized exclusion was not an oversight;
rather, it reflected a deliberate denial of educational rights based on ra-
cialized and linguistic factors, further entrenching the marginalization of
these communities.

At the heart of the complaint was the violation of these children’s right to
education, framed by an oppressive and discriminatory system that racial-
ized those whose mother tongue was not Croatian. This policy effectively
exacerbated the educational inequalities faced by these groups, deepening
a cycle of deprivation and disenfranchisement. The complaint explicitly ad-
dressed this racialized discrimination, declaring that “in accordance with
Croatian legal regulations, race, ethnic origin and citizenship represent the
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grounds on which discrimination is prohibited, and restrictions of access to
education for children belonging to certain ethnic groups cannot be objec-
tively justified, could not be aimed at a legitimate goal and certainly do not
ensure the protection of the best interests of the child, therefore they are es-
sentially discriminatory” (GOOD, 2020c). This language highlights the clear
racialization of policy and the detrimental impact on children who were
already vulnerable to systemic marginalization.

The complaint further referenced a statement by the United Nations Net-
work on Racial Discrimination and the Protection of Minorities (2020),
which, in the wake of the pandemic, underscored the urgent need to com-
bat racism and discrimination, particularly during crises. It called atten-
tion to the rise of racial discrimination against ethnic and religious minori-
ties during the COVID-19 pandemic, emphasizing the importance of soli-
darity and inclusion for marginalized groups. This statement provided a
critical framework for understanding the intersection of racialization and
the COVID-19 response, particularly in relation to education. The Public
Ombudsman (2021) further emphasized the need for inclusive policies,
highlighting the disproportionate impact of the pandemic on racialized
populations.

Ultimately, the complaint highlighted the egregious violations of the rights
of vulnerable children in Croatia, urging the CRC to demand that the Croa-
tian government provide an inclusive, comprehensive, and equitable edu-
cation system that accounts for the linguistic and racial diversity of migrant,
refugee, Roma, Serb, and other minoritized children. This would align with
international human rights standards, including the Convention on the
Rights of the Child.

Despite the urgency and the serious nature of the violations outlined, the
CRC failed to respond to the complaint submitted in the spring of 2020. This
lack of response is not merely an oversight but a systemic failure to address
human rights violations and racialized discrimination in education. The
failure to act promptly and to apply the international standards enshrined
in the Convention on the Rights of the Child undermines the credibility of
the international human rights complaint mechanism itself. By neglecting
timely intervention, the CRC has effectively allowed the continued denial
of educational rights to already marginalized children, thereby compound-
ing their vulnerabilities and contributing to their further exclusion from the
social, cultural, and educational opportunities necessary for their full devel-
opment and integration.
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UNLOCKING FUTURE POLICY, PEDAGOGY, AND RESEARCH

Children’s fundamental right to education is not just a legal obligation but
a critical site for examining broader socio-political structures, particularly
when it comes to marginalized groups such as migrant, refugee, and minor-
itized children. International human rights law and Croatian national leg-
islation recognize the right of all children, regardless of their immigration
status, to access basic education, healthcare, and child protection services.
However, this legal commitment often fails in practice, as legal frameworks
collide with entrenched social prejudices and systemic barriers, particularly
for children with racial, linguistic, and cultural differences.

From a critical legal and sociological perspective, it becomes apparent that
the Croatian legal and policy framework, while theoretically inclusive,
fails to fully protect the educational rights of refugee, migrant, Roma, and
other minoritized children. These children, often caught in the crosshairs
of national identity politics, encounter barriers that extend beyond mere
bureaucratic hurdles. The obstacles they face are deeply rooted in the ra-
cialized and ethno-nationalist culture that shapes Croatian society and
its institutions. For instance, the legacy of discrimination against Roma
and other racially and linguistically different children persists within the
education system, further exacerbating the exclusion of these vulnerable
groups. Moreover, the COVID-19 pandemic and subsequent school clo-
sures intensified existing educational inequalities, limiting access to re-
mote learning for children who already struggled with linguistic and cul-
tural integration due to the lack of adequate pedagogical approaches and
political frameworks.

To address the disparities faced by racialized and minoritized children in
Croatia, it is not sufficient to merely uphold the legal right to education; it is
crucial to actively dismantle the structures that perpetuate inequality. This
begins with concrete measures, such as the expansion and streamlining of
preparatory language classes for all migrant, refugee, Roma, and minor-
itized children, ensuring that no child is excluded from these resources due
to their immigration status or ethnicity (Buzinki¢, 2023; Corkalo-Biruski,
2022; Cuca, 2021). These preparatory classes must be designed not just to
teach language but also to support children in navigating the cultural and
institutional complexities of the Croatian education system. They should
function as bridges - linguistic, cultural, and educational - that prepare
children for full participation in the broader school environment.
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Furthermore, the development of inclusive education policies requires that
we prioritize the needs of racially and ethnically diverse students, ensuring
their equitable access to quality education. The education system must not
merely reinforce the social order but should be recognized as a space for
potential resistance to existing inequalities. In practice, this entails allocating
additional resources and support to redress the discriminatory impact of
historical and ongoing practices that marginalize migrant, refugee, and
Roma children. This process of reimagining the education system involves
not just legislative and policy reforms but a cultural shift within educational
institutions themselves — one that acknowledges and actively works to undo
the exclusions built into the system.

This requires the active adoption of anti-racist pedagogies that confront and
challenge the systemic barriers and biases that impact marginalized stu-
dents. Policies must be developed with pedagogical sensitivity, centering
the voices of racialized communities, and ensuring that educational spaces
are not merely non-discriminatory but actively supportive and empower-
ing. Such pedagogies build an education system that is both linguistically
inclusive and responsive to the lived experiences of racialized and minor-
itized students (de Oliveira, 2021; Pecenkovi¢ and Deli¢, 2022). Recommen-
dations from current educational research stress the importance of incorpo-
rating culturally relevant curricula that center students” migration experi-
ences and cultural backgrounds, as well as practices that foster inclusion
through collaborative and community-based approaches (de Oliveira, 2021;
Ladson-Billings, 1994, 2021; Pec¢enkovi¢ and Deli¢, (2022).

Future research must take these considerations into account by engaging in
ethically responsible, participatory, and culturally sensitive approaches to
studying the educational experiences of racialized and minoritized youth.
By adopting such frameworks, the academic community can contribute to
dismantling the structures that maintain educational inequity and promote
a truly inclusive system.

Research should focus on examining the intersection of race, class, gender,
and immigration status within educational contexts, paying particular at-
tention to how these intersections shape the lived experiences of migrant,
refugee, Roma, and other minoritized children. Additionally, research must
prioritize longitudinal studies to better understand the long-term impact of
educational interventions, such as preparatory language classes and inclu-
sive policy reforms, on the academic achievement, social integration, and
overall well-being of marginalized students (Gorski, 2010). Furthermore,
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addressing the professional development of teachers is crucial, as ongo-
ing training in anti-racist pedagogy, cultural competency, and trauma-
informed practices is essential to transforming the education system into
a more inclusive environment. Research in this area can provide valuable
insights into how best to support educators in adapting their methods to
create environments that are welcoming and responsive to the needs and
experiences of racially and culturally diverse students.

Ultimately, the goal of ensuring equal educational opportunities for all chil-
dren, irrespective of their legal status, is not only about upholding legal
rights but also about challenging the broader societal forces that perpetuate
exclusion and marginalization. It is about creating an education system that
not only accommodates but actively values diversity, not merely as a lib-
eral commodity, but as a foundation for fostering spaces where all children
can thrive academically and socially. The implementation of preparatory
language classes is a crucial step in this direction, providing these children
with the tools they need to succeed. However, it must be part of a larger ef-
fort to reimagine education as a site of resistance and transformation, one
that actively challenges and dismantles inequitable social orders.
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Ostavljeni po strani: Rasvjetljavanje rasijalizacije
migrantskih i manjinskih uéenika u hrvatskom
obrazovanju tijekom pandemije COVID-19

Emina Buzinki¢, Antonija PetricusSic

SAZETAK

Pandemija bolesti COVID-19 razotkrila je duboko ukorijenjene nejednakosti u obra-
zovanju, koje su osobito pogodile rasijalizirane skupine poput mladih izbjeglica i
migranata. Ovaj ¢lanak istrazuje kako su hitne mjere tijekom pandemije dodatno po-
gorsale postojece iskljucujuce prakse u obrazovnom sustavu Hrvatske, osobito kroz
politiku nastave na daljinu koja se provodila isklju¢ivo na hrvatskom jeziku. Osla-
njajudi se na interdisciplinarne pristupe iz antropologije obrazovanja, teorije rasnih
odnosa i prava ¢ovjeka, studija razotkriva rasijaliziranu dinamiku institucionalnog
zanemarivanja i ugnjetavanja kojoj su izloZena rasijalizirana i manjinska djeca. Kori-
Stenjem sociopravne analize, autori isti¢u sustavne prepreke pravednom obrazova-
nju, ukljucujudi jezicnu iskljucenost, socioekonomske nejednakosti i izostanak insti-
tucionalne odgovornosti. Clanak se takoder osvrée na zagovaracke aktivnosti, uk-
lju¢ujuci podnosenje sluzbene prituzbe protiv Hrvatske zbog krsenja Medunarodne
konvencije o pravima djeteta. SmjeStajudi ta pitanja u Siri drustveni kontekst, analiza
pridonosi razumijevanju procesa rasijalizacije obrazovanja te naglasava potrebu za
transformativnom, uklju¢ivom obrazovnom politikom, pedagogijom i istrazivanjem.

KLJUCNE RIJECL: COVID-19, rasijalizirani i manjinski uéenici, obrazovanje, prava
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