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Interview with Dr. Chrissie Gale regarding the development of the 

new online course dedicated to responding to the needs and rights of 

unaccompanied and separated children on the move 

The aim is to learn about how Chrissie went about developing the MOOC (Massive Open Online Course) 

and some of the topics that will be covered.

Discussion questions 

CT: Hello everyone I am Christina Torsein, Executive Committee member and Senior Associate at 

Proteknôn, an organization focused on the care, wellbeing and protection of children and young people. 

I’m very pleased to be joined by Dr. Chrissie Gale, International Lead at CELCIS (Center for excellence for 

Looked-after Children in Scotland, University of Strathclyde) who is the lead educator for this online 

course on “Caring for Children Moving Alone: Protecting Unaccompanied and Separated Children”.  

Chrissie, thank you for taking the time to speak with me today. We, at Proteknôn, are really interested 

to hear about this forthcoming MOOC/massive open online course and how you developed it. 

Chrissie: 

CT: Can you tell us a bit about the purpose of the course? Who it is developed for? A bit about the 

vision and aim of the course…This is such a timely subject for a course, with the tremendous needs all 

around the world to adequate support children on the move. 

Chrissie: 

The course – a Massive Open On-line Course – a MOOC – has been commissioned by a Taskforce of 16 

international humanitarian and child protection organisations in recognition of the need to improve the 

alternative care, protection and other support that is provided to unaccompanied and separated 

refugee and migrant children moving across and between countries.   

For example, a UNICEF survey of children who had been unaccompanied children on the move found 

38% had never came into contact with any organisation or individual who helped them during their 

journey.   
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During my research to inform the course content - I interviewed unaccompanied children and sent out a 

questionnaire world wide to front line workers - some of whom I also conducted semi-structured 

interviews with.  I also undertook a significant desk review. This not only provided additional 

confirmation that very often the only person a child came into contact with were smugglers but also the 

lack of access to suitable care and other services as well as the subjects potential course participants 

needed to learn more about.  

There was also an identified need to prevent unnecessary separation of children from their parents or 

legal and customary guardians whilst on the move as well as front line workers being able to recognise 

risks children may be facing that would require intervention and protection measures.  

The purpose of the course, therefore, is to reach out across the world to try and improve our response 

to unaccompanied and separated children on the move.    In particular, the course explores the topic of 

suitable alternative care AND how this can contribute to children’s protection from harm as well as 

providing access to a range of different support services.   The research identified the main topics which 

will be covered in the course including: 

• Why unaccompanied and separated children are on the move, risks they face and how best to

respond to their circumstances – this is particularly important to combat the stigma and

discrimination children are facing

• How we can use international and national treaties, standards and agreements to inform our

everyday work – for example, how children do not lose their rights enshrined in the CRC when they

cross a border

• The importance of offering a range of suitable alternative care options and how this can offer

protection and access to other services

• What is suitable and unsuitable alternative care

• How to fully assess the needs, circumstances and wishes of each child and make decisions in their

best interests

• Ways to ensure full and meaningful participation of children in decisions being made about their

lives

• How to work in coordination and cooperation with colleagues from other sectors – and the

importance of working within a national child protection system - not building a parallel one

• Ways to support children and young people leaving care – including access to services, the

importance of legal status determination and social integration

We hope to reach out to as many people across the world who come into contact with or, have some 

responsibility toward unaccompanied and separated children – either before they decide to travel, 

whilst in transit and at the country of their final destination. 

This might be humanitarian or development front line workers such as social workers, alternative care 

providers, border officials, health workers, teachers, lawyers, judges, interpreters etc.  whether working 
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for a government or non-governmental agency. We also hope to reach thousands of volunteers as well 

as national and international policy makers and legislators. We also believe this course will be useful for 

anyone studying the topic of migration and indeed anyone who wants to learn more about children on 

the move. 

CT: How long does the course run for? 

Chrissie:  

The course runs for six weeks and is divided into 6 weekly modules opening on 6 consecutive Mondays 

from May 27th when the course opens 

Most importantly it is free of charge 

It will be accessible in English, Spanish, French and Arabic 

There is approximately 2 – 4 hours learning in each module –taking into account additional reading 

which is optional – approximately 24 course steps/pages of learning each week 

I have written the course in a way that I hope will be accessible and appealing to different professions 

and also for those with different levels of educational attainment.  I am also very aware that some para-

professionals for example, may not have had any relevant previous training 

As the weekly modules open learners can study at their own pace any time of the day or night - having 

been a front-line child protection worker in conflict zones I know that there is very little time to study 

and read. 

And we have been able to take advantage of a new Futurelearn Scheme that enabled us to ‘sponsor’ the 

course meaning if a learner completes the course, they will now receive the course certificate free of 

charge 

The course combines different teaching methodologies.  This includes reading materials and 

approximately 40 short videos we have been able to make specifically for the course that illustrate 

promising practice in different countries including Ethiopia, Mexico, Sicily.   

One of the most exciting aspects of the course is the way we can encourage dialogue and interaction 

between learners across the world through our discussion board.  I pose specific questions throughout 

the course to prompt comments and responses but also it is wonderful to see someone perhaps from 

Ethiopia sharing their experience or posing a question to someone in Thailand or Canada.   In the last 

MOOC we provided, we have had over 30,600 comments posted from learners in 147 countries.     I will 

also work with three translators throughout the course run so that I will be able to answer comments in 

French, Spanish and Arabic. 
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CT: Where did the idea come from for the course? Did it stem out of your work at the University of 

Strathclyde? 

Chrissie: 

The idea of the MOOC and the Taskforce was initiated by Mia Dambach at International Social Service. 

At the same time, my work at CELCIS in the University of Strathclyde - especially around the issue of 

alternative care and children on the move - indicated that unaccompanied and separated children were 

not receiving the care and support they had a right to.  Mia and I had long discussions about the 

evidence and the conviction that this course was so badly needed.  This resulted in the formation of the 

taskforce and the instigation of the course 

CT: I believe this is the third collaboration between the CELCIS and FutureLearn to provide a massive 

open online course. How does this partnership work? 

Chrissie: 

Yes Futurelearn - a part of the Open University - is the platform the University of Strathclyde uses to 

publish and disseminate all its MOOCS. Futurelearn has a massive international reach.   

CELCIS has now produced three MOOCS – the first produced by a colleague which has been running for 

five years and covers topics related to children at risk and social pedagogy.  I have produced a previous 

MOOC that will open again next year the fourth time based on the UN Guidelines for the Alternative 

Care of Children 

As an example of how our collaboration with FutureLearn works - as the International Lead at CELCIS I 

first undertake research into the subject, I gather all the information, draft the course, make the 

teaching videos and gather and develop all the other course materials. I then work with my colleague 

Sarah who is the CELCIS learning technologist.  Once I have provided her with all the course content, she 

builds the course on the Futurelearn platform – there is a Futurelearn course structure on their website 

which she builds into – a bit like dropping pieces into an empty jigsaw puzzle framework.     

Futurelearn then assess and review the course content, the course structure and provide a quality 

assurance check. This might mean they suggest more or less discussion pages, or perhaps a different 

structure for some of course pages etc. 

We also liaise with FutureLearn regarding research they undertake that informs course format, how 

learners best engage in learning etc.   In addition, Futurelearn undertake all the translation.  This means 

all course films are subtitled and all the course pages are translated and available for download in the 

different languages in pdf format.  This has been a new venture for FutureLearn, so we are also helping 

them push boundaries. 
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FutureLearn then make the course available on their platform when it goes live. During the course run 

Sarah along with Futurelearn monitor any technical issues and as Course Tutor, I engage with the 

learners in different ways. 

CT: What was the approach to develop the MOCC? How did you envision the MOCC? What were the 

steps you took to plan out the process for the development of the course? 

Chrissie:  

It was important that the course content was informed by actual need.  This is why the initial research 

was important. Gaining knowledge of training needs from members of the Taskforce many of whom are 

the lead professionals for child protection in their agencies was vital as was canvassing front line 

workers to understand what the challenges were, they were facing, the skills they wanted and the 

knowledge they needed.  Most of all, asking children themselves about what they think needed to 

improve was critical.   The desk review also helped me understand what information, processes, 

terminology etc. had been already been agreed upon by international and national organisations.  

Knowing there the course would only be 6 weeks long with no more than 2-4 hours learning each week 

meant a very focussed approach to ensure the most vital information was written into the course pages.  

Therefore, the process began by drafting a course outline for 6 weekly modules with headlines and a 

small amount of information that would be covered on each course page.  Once this was agreed upon 

by all the Taskforce agencies, I am my colleagues drafted the course content – in total I ended up editing 

8 drafts until satisfied. 

I felt strongly that case studies were important - but not just written ones – I wanted to be able to 

illustrate real live examples that learners could really get a feeling for.  So, once we had drafted the 

course content, I identified topics I wanted to illustrate through short films.  We were able to raise 

enough funds to engage a professional film company to accompany me on visit different projects in 

different countries and develop over 40 teaching videos.  This included filming interviews with children 

and young people, national and international experts as well as filming the implementation of projects 

in real life. 

 Once the course pages were drafted, I then asked the Taskforce to indicate two or three 

handbooks/reports etc. that could be attached to the course page as additional reading materials. 

The course also has discussion pages on which learners are encouraged to answer specific questions and 

share their expertise and experiences.  There are quizzes to test learning at the end of teach week and 

polls where learners can vote on particular scenarios the results of which I analyse and then post the 

results. 
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CT: Who were some of the key colleagues/partners/or other stakeholders who worked with you 

during this process? 

Chrissie:  

For this MOOC we collaborated with different international experts.  Colleagues from Harvard 

University as well as two consultants, Dr Nigel Cantwell and Mike Dottridge worked with me on the 

outline for the course modules as well as providing subject matter input and a review of the course 

content during the drafting process.  We also held regular meetings with the Taskforce and gained 

expert advise from the different member agencies.  

This included different agencies advising on examples of promising practices that would illustrate the 

course content which led to filming facilitated by UNICEF in Mexico and UNHCR in Ethiopia for example. 

CT: What were the biggest challenges in developing this course? 

Chrissie:  

One of the challenges was of course raising the funds as we had ambitious plans. But we have been 

fortunate to receive money from taskforce agencies as well as the Governments of Switzerland and 

Germany. 

Another significant challenge was combing and getting agreement on some of the different 

organisation’s methodologies and processes - as for example assessment procedure to accurately 

understand the needs and wishes of children.  There is the UNHCR Best Interest Determination (BID) 

process but I also found many other procedures being followed around the world.  In addition, there 

was different terminology being used in different agencies and in different countries. For example, for 

the process of identification, registration and documentation.   It was necessary to find common ground 

and agreement across the agencies so that I could provide combined and agreed upon methodologies 

etc. in the course. 

CT: What were some of the main lessons learned you identified during the MOOC development 

process? What advice would you give those embarking on developing a MOOC now? 

Chrissie: 

• Give yourself time to accurately research the learning needs of your target audience

• Think carefully about the tone of the course – for example, I use ‘we’ i.e. ‘when we assess the care 
needs of children we should… make it inclusive and interactive and interesting so you engage 
learners – respecting they are giving up important time in their day to engage in learning with you

• Interaction is important – I read all the comments and let learners know I have done so – there is a 
course tutor listening and reacting to them
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• Give yourself enough time –– it has taken me a year to develop and finalise the course build – it can 
of course be done much faster than that - this was a complex course to develop

• Be ambitious – children deserve the best we can provide

CT: Given MOOCs are by definition 'massive' and 'open', how did you define a target audience for the 

course and who was the primary audience? 

Chrissie: 

Massive means we want to reach thousands of professionals, para-professionals and volunteers who 

right around the world hold any responsibility for the care and protection of unaccompanied and 

separated children on the move.  

Open means features of the course include being: 

• easily accessible – online in a format that can be accessed on any device – it important

• free of charge

• easy to navigate

• can be undertaken in a flexible time frame so that those with busy lives are still able to participate

• is available in different languages

A reminder to listeners that they can access the online course at 

https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/caring-for-children-moving-alone 

https://www.futurelearn.com/courses/caring-for-children-moving-alone
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