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Figure 3b. Hoaxes about the event spread on social networks.

In addition, they were provided with a news item published in the newspaper El
Pais about the same event.

The intention was that, through their analysis, they would be able to differentiate
between a quality news item (that of El Pais) and the hoaxes and fake news that are
spread about the same fact (sources used, language, etc.).
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Figure 4. Image of the news item about the event published on the £/ Pais website.

Secondly, the materials developed by the team from the department of Journalism
within the QYourself project were introduced. In total there were 5 open educational
resources which were considered appropriate for this training, from which the following
items were extracted: 1) Identifying and checking sources of information, 2) Distinguish-
ing between sender and source, 3) Verifying the information in a message, 4) Recognis-
ing the authority, relevance and ownership of a source and 5) Distinguishing between
information and opinion.

In this way, the training undertaken was specifically focused on the characteristics
of the students and the time available. The activities carried out are summarised below:
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Search for elementary Q’s. Each group must read carefully the message they
are analysing and identify the elementary Qs in it (What, Who, Why, When,
Where, How). Then, they should ask themselves whether these questions ought
to be present in the text or not, and also about the relevance and accuracy of
the Elementary Qs. Finally, they should identify the sources in the elementary
Qs and pay special attention to their relevance.

Distinguishing between sender and source. The objective of this educational
resource is to learn to differentiate between the sender of a message and the
source of information (Phase 1); to understand the need to verify the information
they receive (Phase 2); and to learn to assess the relevance and appropriate-
ness of a source based on the information it provides in the message (Phase
3). To achieve this, the communication and journalism theories studied so far
are used, and progressively applied to the analysis of a message circulating
on a well-known social network — one of the main channels through which
disinformation flows today.

Verifying the information conveyed in a message. A reliable source of informa-
tion is one that includes both the primary and authorized source in the story.
The recipient can verify that what is being communicated is true by (with a
click) directly accessing the source of the information. The goal in this phase of
the exercise is to delve into the concept of verification, the fundamental pillar
upon which the credibility of any informative message is built. Verification of
information is a process used in journalism —and in academia — to check the
accuracy, validity, and reliability of the data and information obtained. Verifica-
tion is a key act in quality journalistic production, as it helps filter out false or
misleading information and ensures the integrity of publications.

Recognising the authority, relevance, and pertinence of an information source
in a message. With this exercise, students work on the reliability of the source
and its competence and legitimacy to talk about a topic.

Distinguishing information from opinion. With this last exercise students have
to explain whether the message can be thought of as news. Furthermore, they
have to justify why. To do so, they are provided with basic knowledge about
the distinction between information and opinion and the need for news to be
as objective as possible.

FINAL THOUGHTS

The educational experience undertaken shows that disinformation is a complex prob-
lem with deep historical roots. The parallel between the blood libels of the late Middle
Ages and current hoaxes and fake news about migrants reveals that the fabrication of an
‘enemy’ through systematic lies is not a new phenomenon, but a strategy that has been
adapted to the technologies and contexts of each era. This historical connection made it
possible to design an educational intervention consistent with the subject “Art History 1”,
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directly linking medieval narratives with contemporary disinformation about migrants.
The historical documents and representations provided students with a solid framework
for understanding the symbolic patterns of exclusion, a connection that enriched their
critical view of the phenomenon and its current social relevance.

The transfer of journalistic tools — such as identifying and verifying sources, and
distinguishing between information and opinion — to an older adult group significantly
strengthened their critical thinking and information resilience. This group were motivated
by the intervention, and thought it was important to offer this training to young people
as well.

The project also highlighted the essential role of professional journalism. In this
sense, the practical comparison between fake news and quality news — such as the
coverage of the murder in Mocejon — highlighted the need to know how to identify
reliable media and sources, promoting a sense of individual and collective responsibility
in the face of false or misleading information. Finally, the methodology based on real
and contextualised learning situations, adapted to a specific subject and the profile of
the students, demonstrates that media and information literacy can be integrated into
different educational subjects.
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Disinformation, football, and xenophobia in Spain:
the case of Morocco at the 2022 World Cup
in Qatar
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1. INTRODUCTION

Among many other things, the FIFA World Cup in Qatar 2022 (hereinafter Qatar
2022) will be remembered for Argentina’s victory, for being the first tournament held in
the Arab-Islamic world, for the debates on human rights in the host country, for being
held in winter, and for Morocco’s outstanding tournament. The “Atlas Lions” finished
fourth, the all-time best performance of an African and/or Arab team in the 22 global
tournaments held to date (Ncube et al., 2024). Walid Regragui’s team were without a
doubt the revelation of Qatar 2022, defeating such teams as Belgium, Spain and Portugal
in the different phases. Their dream of reaching the final was cut short against France
(2-0), while Croatia beat them for third (2-1).

It should be noted that only 12 of the 26 footballers chosen to represent Morocco
in Qatar 2022 were born in the North African country (Ghobain et al., 2025). Indeed, it
is estimated that the Moroccan diaspora numbers between 4.5 and 6.5 million people,
with France (around one and a half million), Spain (approximately one million), Belgium
(around 550,000), Italy (around 450,000) and the Netherlands (over 400,000) being the
nations with the largest population with ties to Morocco (Naji, 2025; Ait Soussane et
al., 2024; Fernandez, 2025). That group includes those born in Morocco and residing
abroad and those with dual nationality, in addition to those born and residing abroad
whose parents are Moroccan, that is, the second and subsequent generations.

As the Moroccan national team’s triumphs continued, the fans’ celebrations had
more and more impact. This also occurred among the European diaspora, which
received much greater media attention due to the serious altercations that took place
in various cities in Belgium, the Netherlands, and France (Casert, 2022; Henley,
2022). In this context, and with regard to the round of 16 match between Spain and
Morocco on December 6, 2022, this paper examines, first, the hoaxes compiled by
Spanish fact-checking platforms regarding the match and the Moroccan fans’ celebra-
tions in Spain. And second, the study qualitatively analyses the discourse employed
by the Spanish press regarding the hate speech and hoaxes spread due to the match.
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In truth, this study joins a series of studies that link hate (discrimination, racism,
xenophobia, Islamophobia, etc.) with football, a phenomenon that already boasts
considerable output (Merkel, 2025; Longas Luque et al., 2023; Kearns et al., 2022;
Cleland, 2014; Llopis-Goig, 2013). Such is the concern about these issues that LALIGA
— the governing body of Spain’s two main football competitions — launched the tool
called MOOD (Monitor for the Observation of Hate in Sport) in 2023 with the aim
of analysing social media conversations about sports in Spain, auditing the level of
hate and racism using metrics, and contributing to its condemnation and eradication.
The importance of the research lies in its innovative nature (a case study never before
scientifically examined), as well as by its review of the media impact of disinforma-
tion, hoaxes, and hate speech.

2. LITERATURE REVIEW

Morocco is a major source of newsworthy issues for Spanish journalism due to
its proximity, migrations originating from or passing through its territory, diplomacy
(border issues relating to Ceuta and Melilla, Western Sahara, the sovereignty of Spanish
territories in the Maghreb), terrorism, and drugs, among other aspects (Alvarez-Miranda
& Eseverri-Mayer, 2024; Martin Corrales, 2004; Lépez Gil et al., 2010). Preferred
approaches to Moroccan immigration highlight conflict, crime, and lack of integration,
with representations laden with stereotypes and clichés in which the protagonists are
usually not given space to contribute their point of view as sources of information.
Based on some studies (Gonzalez Martinez et al., 2020; Duran, 2019; Cervi et al.,
2021; Olmos Alcaraz & Politzer, 2020; Calvo-Barbero & Sanchez-Garcia, 2018), it can
be argued that the predominating journalistic portrayal in Spain of Moroccans (and
Arab-Islamism in general) borders on Islamophobia (Alba Rico, 2015), and, due to its
peculiarities, to Maurophobia (Gonzalez Alcantud, 2002; Martin Corrales, 2004) and
Arabophobia (Khader, 2016).

Far from conventional media discourse, there is a case that conclusively proves
the reality and the image of the Moroccan community in Spain based on two labels:
"Youthland’ (‘Jovenlandia’) and ‘Youthlandian’ (‘jovenlandés’). These are two recurring
formulas on social media which imagine, in a satirical, pejorative and discriminatory
tone, a new nationality and its demonym as a response to news items that use the
generic term “youth” without providing an origin, almost always because it refers to a
foreigner. According to Garnes-Tarazona (2024), social media users who employ these
terms affirm the existence of a supposed media cancel culture that covers up data on
criminal Muslim immigrants. Her research into its use on the X platform reflects that
a racist narrative towards Moroccan migrants coexists under those two categories:
if immigrants are described as violent, criminals or rapists, the country, Morocco, is
portrayed as a violent, rights-violating, homophobic and sexist nation. The discursive
strategies are based on the supposed inability of Muslims to integrate in Spain, using
cultural symbols (such as the consumption of pig meats) to highlight the “authentic-
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ity” of Spanish identity. Furthermore, this discourse constructs Spaniards as victims
of left-wing political decisions and appeals to the far-right Vox party as the antidote
to this “problem”.

In essence, the issue outlined above exemplifies the new disinformation character-
ised by digitalisation, political and social polarisation, and distrust of traditional media
(Lépez-Martin & Cordoba Cabus, 2024). Due to its clarity and because it is one of the
most repeated definitions, disinformation can be conceptualized as false or misleading
information that is deliberately created and disseminated to do harm or manipulate
audiences (Wardle & Derakhshan, 2017). It also encompasses terms such as fake news,
hoaxes, rumours, infodemic, post-truth, or media manipulation (Passalacqua Herrera
et al., 2025; Broda & Stromback, 2024; Tandoc et al., 2021; Cinelli et al., 2020).

Other recent studies, based on the procedures of Spanish fact-checking platforms,
have analysed how disinformation, hoaxes, and hate speech on social media affect migrant
groups. They reflect numerous manipulative practices such as decontextualization, decep-
tion, failure to identify sources, the use of screenshots, the use of photographs depicting
unidentified people, or links to supposedly informative digital media to reinforce the verac-
ity of the hoax (Renedo-Farpén et al., 2024; Gamir-Rios et al., 2021; Narvaez-Llinares &
Pérez-Rufi, 2022). Those studies show that migrants and refugees are presented as a danger
to security (crime, violence, irregular immigration), the economy (abusing social benefits),
or social cohesion (lack of integration, incompatibility with indigenous culture), reinforcing
negative stereotypes while dehumanising them. Such stories propagate themselves with
greater force in digital environments by appealing to fear, indignation, and social alarm
(Gamir-Rios et al., 2021).

It is worth remembering two other cases of such drift towards hatred and disinforma-
tion on social media: the hoaxes that were reproduced during the COVID-19 pandemic
linking the spread of the virus with migrant communities (especially Muslim and Asian
ones) or with antisocial behaviour (Ruiz Andrés & Sajir, 2023; Gamir-Rios et al., 2021),
and the differential treatment between refugees from the North (Ukraine) and the South
(other displacement crises) based on the hashtags #NoSonRefugiados and #SonRefugia-
dos (Essalhi-Rakrak & Pinedo-Gonzalez, 2023).

Such issues end up dominating public opinion and political debate, which encour-
ages Spaniards, depending on the events of the moment, to think of immigration as one
of the country’s main problems (Bakdid Albane et al., 2025). Similarly, in light of what
has been discussed so far, it is hardly surprising that Moroccans and Muslims (or North
Africans, Moors or Arabs, depending on the study) are two of the least-valued groups
or that inspire the least sympathy in Spain (Batista Media, 2022; Anddjar et al., 2022;
Aparicio, 2020). In truth, many of the arguments presented in this section converge
on neocolonial sociopolitical paradigms associated with far-right positions such as the
Great Replacement Theory or the Islamisation of Europe (Sedgwick, 2024; Bracke &
Herndndez Aguilar, 2021).
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3. HyYPOTHESES

Two hypotheses have guided our research:

H1. The hoaxes identified around the match reproduce negative stereotypes about the
Moroccan migrant population in Spain, legitimising their stigmatisation, criminalisation,
or lack of integration.

H2. The Spanish press barely questioned or debunked the disinformation or hate speech
generated around the party.

4. DATA AND METHODOLOGY

The methodological design of the research was based on two axes. First, with
the aim of recording the main hoaxes spread in connection with the match between
Spain and Morocco, the four fact-checking agencies in Spain active in The Inter-
national Fact-Checking Network (IFCN) as of July 18, 2025, were tracked: Maldita.
es, Newtral, EFE Verifica, and Verificat. The interest lies in studying the typology of
the hoaxes (format, source, etc.) and their subject matter (L6pez-Martin & Cérdoba-
Cabds, 2024).

Secondly, discourse analysis has been carried out on the pieces published by 10
Spanish newspapers: ABC, El Confidencial, El Mundo, El Pais, El Periédico, elDiario.es, La
Vanguardia, La Razén, OkDiario and Pdblico between December 6 and 9. The decision
to choose those dates and newspapers aims to understand the information disseminated
both before and after the match, and to integrate the entire ideological or editorial spec-
trum of the Spanish digital and print press (Arrieta-Castillo, 2025; Guerrero-Solé, 2022;
Martinez Lirola, 2022; Duran, 2019).

The MyNews platform was used to gather articles appearing in elDiario.es (due
to the difficulties involved in searching its archive) and in the print editions of ABC,
El Mundo, El Pais, and La Vanguardia, that is, the four leading Spanish newspapers in
terms of their history, readership, and social influence (Reig, 2000). The search criteria
were “Morocco” or “Moroccan”. The results were then filtered to gather only those
related to hoaxes, disinformation, or hate speech. The digital archives of the online
versions of the other five newspapers were utilised to obtain texts published therein
(La Razon and El Periddico also have print editions). The procedure consisted of a
chronological review of the tags that store all the content associated with a specific
topic or subject (in this case, “Qatar 2022” or similar topics such as “World Cup”,
“World Cup 2022”, etc.) and downloading those that fit our purpose and timeframe.
Overall, eleven units of analysis were identified (Table 1).
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Table 1. Units of analysis per journal

Newspaper items Newspapers
5 El Periédico (digital version)
2 El Pais

El Confidencial, elDiario.es, La Razon (digital version), La
Vanguardia, Publico

0 ABC, El Mundo, OkDiario

1

Source: Created by the authors

Finally, qualitative content analysis was used to study the news items, it being a
technique that enables one to grasp the meanings and nuances of texts; that focuses on
the arguments, purposes, and connotations; that allows for the differentiation of each
newspaper’s coverage; and which helps to recognise the variations that have arisen
throughout the period analysed (Zugasti, 2004). Due to its connection with latent dis-
courses, the technique calls for greater contextualisation, which implies working with
smaller samples (Schreier, 2012). The coding was carried out using QSR NVivo, a soft-
ware program that facilitates data processing through the use of categories and nodes.
Finally, as recommended by Palmgren et al. (2023), the main findings are presented here
in the form of excerpts.

5. REesuLts

This section addresses the two central objectives of our research. First, we present the
hoaxes collected by Spanish fact-checking platforms surrounding the round of 16 match
between Spain and Morocco. Secondly, we qualitatively analyse the interpretations and
narratives that the Spanish press deployed regarding any hate speech and disinformation
surrounding this particular sporting event.

5.1. The hoaxes surrounding the match

The four fact-checking platforms reviewed documented the existence of hoaxes
surrounding Moroccan fans’ celebrations in Spain after the North African team’s victory
in the Qatar 2022 round of 16 match. As can be seen in Table 2, the disinformation
deconstructed by these sites consists of twelve hoaxes.
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Table 2. Summary and typology of hoaxes

Hoax Platform Format Source Fact-checking
Cession of public spaces  Verificat Text and Politician File denied
in Vic (Barcelona) Newtral photography (media) !
Giant screens in Politician Official
Maldita.es Text (social sources,
Barcelona . )
media) denied
Building lighting in EFE Verifica Text and Social . .
Murcia Newtraf hotograph media File, denied
Maldita.es P graphy
Message from Pedro 1di Text and PO[]tIC.'aln Official ol
Sanches Maldita.es photography (socia sources, socia
media) networks
Looting in Losrofo Maldita.es Text and Social File, Google
& 5 Newtral video media Lens
— Maldita.es Text and Social Official
Looting in Bilbao . ) sources,
Newtral video media
Google Maps
. . Maldita.es Text and Social Official
Fire in Parla (Madrid) . ) sources,
Newtral video media
Google Maps
Disturbances in Maldita.es Text and Social YouTube,
Barcelona Newtral video media Google Maps
Disturbances on the ) Text and Social Google
streets Maldita.es hotograph media (reverse
P graphy search)
Assault on the Melilla ) Text and Social Official
Maldita.es ) )
border fence video media sources
Rape in Valencia Maldita.es Text and Blog Official
photography sources
. Maldita.es Text and Official
Murder in Cartagena Newtral hotogranh Blog sources,
photography Google Maps

Source: Created by the authors

Even before kick-off, a news item circulated on social media claiming that the Mayor-
ess of Vic (Barcelona), Anna Erra, from the political party Junts per Catalunya, had offered
the town square to the Muslim population for the celebration of the Eid al-Adha (Feast
of the Sacrifice) in the event of Morocco defeating Spain. This is the only hoax that was
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covered by Verificat (2022), in collaboration with Newtral (2022), having analysed and
debunked it, confirming that it was a manipulation of the interface of the digital portal
of E/ 9 Nou, a local newspaper. It turned out to be a hoax that the Mayoress herself had
already warned about on Twitter (now X).

Another news item checked before the match was the one that proclaimed that the
Mayoress of Barcelona, Ada Colau (from the political party Barcelona En Comd, affili-
ated with the En Comu Podem coalition) reportedly announced the installation of giant
screens in public spaces “to support Morocco”. According to Maldita.es (2022a), after
inquiring with the city council, it was learned that the information was false. Furthermore,
the anonymous account that spread the hoax retracted its claim, claiming it was a joke.

Like Verificat, EFE Verifica also addressed a single case, which referred to the illumina-
tion of the local water board headquarters in Murcia using the colours of the Moroccan
flag (Naya, 2022), the story was also covered by Newtral (Perell6, 2022) and Maldita.
es (2022g). As these platforms pointed out, such lighting had been used over Christmas
since 2019, hence, coming in December, it was simply a coincidence. However, this
did not prevent the various political groups in Murcia from exchanging tweets, fuelling
the controversy.

Prime Minister Pedro Sanchez was the target of another hoax. It was a fake tweet
in which he issued the following message: “Congratulations to the Moroccan national
team and all Moroccans for reaching the quarterfinals. We celebrate the values that unite
us: freedom, equality, justice, and political pluralism, which have cemented our bonds
of friendship. You are always welcome!”. After consulting the PM's office, the platform
Maldita.es (2022i) proved the message to be false and provided the real words the presi-
dent had sent on Twitter: “You have thrilled us and made us proud. Thank you, Spanish
National Football Team, for your effort and courage at the World Cup”.

The disinformation also focused on robberies — such as those in Logrofo (Cruz,
2022a; Maldita.es, 2022d) or Bilbao (Navarro, 2022; Maldita.es, 2022 b) —, arson
— such as the fire at the Parla bazaar (Monrosi, 2022; Maldita.es, 2022e) —, dispro-
portionate celebrations — such as those in Barcelona (Cruz, 2022b) —, disturbances
(Maldita.es, 2022¢), or the assault on the border fence in Melilla (Maldita.es, 2022j).
And all of them were debunked one way or another.

One of the most serious hoaxes was arguably the one claiming that a 13-year-old
girl had been raped in Valencia by six Moroccan fans. After fact-checking this with
Valencian law enforcement, Maldita.es (2022f) traced the origin of this fake news to
El Enemigo del Sur (The Enemy to the South), a blog with a subtitle reading “Exposing
the Moroccan threat” that was deleted shortly afterward. The same site was the origin
of another hoax, claiming that a Spanish fan had been killed by a group of Moroccan
supporters. Maldita.es (2022h) and Newtral (Dionis, 2022) investigated and confirmed,
utilising official sources and their photo-checking procedures, that this had not happened.
It was in fact discovered that the image accompanying the text of that hoax originated
in another city, Huelva.
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A report published by Maldita.es (2022k) should be mentioned at this point. The
report states that no incidents, injuries, or arrests were recorded during the celebrations
by Moroccan fans in the two most populated Spanish cities, Madrid and Barcelona. After
consulting data from official sources (police, emergency services, civil protection, etc.),
the same cannot be said of other celebrations such as the 2010 World Cup in South
Africa, which brought glory to Spain, Atlético de Madrid’s La Liga title, or Real Madrid’s
Champions League title, which came in 2022.

5.2. Disinformation and hate speech in journalistic discourse

This analysis of the treatment of hoaxes and hate speech in each newspaper is pre-
sented alphabetically and chronologically. First, ABC did not publish any text related to
our subject of study in its print edition. However, E/ Confidencial, a digital newspaper,
did include a piece dedicated to the controversy over the Aguas de Murcia Christmas
lights project (Barragan, 2022). The article’s headline made clear that that it was not a
“pro-Moroccan” gesture and clarified that they were Christmas lights, thus underscoring
the falseness of the story spread on Twitter by Vox and the PP.

El Mundo did not address these issues, unlike EI Pais, which published two opinion
pieces that directly addressed the racism and xenophobic messages circulating on social
media. In “Lefa al moro” (“Give the Moor some stick”) the Spanish novelist of Moroc-
can origin Najat El Hachmi (2022) denounced the racist drift of some Spanish fans and
warned of the seriousness of the “shameful” hashtag #lefiaalmoro becoming a trend on
Twitter, associating it with a desire for the symbolic annihilation of one’s rival. The fol-
lowing is a fragment about that hashtag:

It speaks volumes about the fans who treated the match as if it were a new Reconquista.
Nothing could be less sporting than racism: contempt and hatred for one’s opponent are
not down to their style of play but to what they are. In other words, their very existence is
not accepted, and rather than competing with them, it is their annihilation that is sought. A
simple online search for “Moors” yielded the sickening expression of hatred unleashed by
this sector of fans. There was no shortage of provocative photographs of plates of ham or
mentions of El Cid Campeador, and even of Franco, in what is a display of ignorance on the
part of those who believe the dictator had bad relations with the Moors (El Hachmi, 2022).

These same virtual events were discussed in “When racism is a trend” by Paloma
Rando (2022), the second opinion piece in El Pais. Here, the analyst retrieved a tweet
by David Mosquera recalling that Marca, the Spanish sports daily, used the slogan “lefa
al moro” on its front page before the 1,500m final at the 1997 World Athletics Cham-
pionships in Athens. Two Spanish middle-distance runners were among the favourites,
along with two North African athletes: one Moroccan and the other Algerian. The next
day, after the Moroccan’s victory, Marca ran the following headline on its front page:
“Moor, silver and bronze”. Regarding the Qatar 2022 match, Rando explained some of
the messages that had appeared on Twitter, under the tag “lefa al moro”:
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From crude references to the Reconquista, the Catholic Monarchs and the Templar
knights, to videos with photo montages of King Mohammed VI of Morocco behind the
rainbow flag — why just be racist if you can be homophobic too? — and even a tweet from
a streamer who again used the simile of an ape, one of those boomerang insults: uttering
it speaks volumes about the speaker (Rando, 2022).

The columnist goes on to explain that “after the defeat, many Twitter users went from
bravado to fearing riots to the degree that they seemed rather to long for them” (Rando,
2022). In a clear reference to disinformation or the spread of hoaxes, although without
naming them, she went on to state that “there were even those who made things up,
because hatred doesn’t sow itself”. She concluded: “Luckily, there was nothing else to
regret. Some others celebrated Spain’s defeat. They had their reasons too: the racists had
to live with the Moroccan victory”.

The digital edition of E/ Periddico offered extensive coverage, with articles that
reflected racist memes, such as one that, pitching the match as a battle, claimed that
the winning country would “get to keep L'Hospitalet”, a town with a large Moroccan
population (Rebollo, 2022; El Periédico, 2022). Another column described #lefaalmoro
as a “xenophobic trending topic, a very ugly trend”, which brought together “frankly
unpleasant tweets and others of a laughable crudeness” (Merino, 2022). One of these
messages, in a display of “acerbity”, proposed to the Spanish national team’s coach a
“dream team” against Morocco, which fielded Saint James (nicknamed Santiago the
Moorkiller), Millan Astray, Primo de Rivera, Espartero, Don Pelayo and El Cid Campeador,
under the captaincy of Gonzalo Fernandez de Cérdoba, the Gran Capitan, all figures
from Spanish legend or history. The columnist went on, as did £/ Pais, to recall the case
of the Marca front pages in Athens 1997, before closing her article by evoking the Arab
legacy in the Spanish language with words like “orange (naranja), gazelle (gacela)
and that very chance (azar) that dragged Spain to the penalty shootout” or alluding to
“Christmas nougat, so similar to the almond and honey sweets sold in the medinas”. As
a backdrop, the “no less than eight centuries living together”.

Particularly relevant to this study is the column “Identity and Celebrations” (Séez,
2022), which pointed out that the “far right” tried to exploit the events in different ways:
stirring up “the police’s concerns about possible disturbances”, using the match as a
catalyst for identity conflicts, or resorting to hoaxes and disinformation (although without
providing specific examples) and the idea that young people of Moroccan origin were
“bad Spaniards” for not “feeling the colours of our flag”. Finally, Sdez (2022) described
pro-Moroccan celebrations similar to those that would have taken place were the roles
reversed, while opening a debate on the identity of second generations (wondering what
would have happened if the rival had been Venezuela) to conclude by calling for respect
for each individual to identify with what they wish.

Another column in E/ Periédico adopted a similar approach; “Morocco-Spain: the
fake Battle for 'Hospitalet” (Canete Bayle, 2022), with a subtitle affirming that “the
memes and jokes before the World Cup match show a disturbingly banal racism”. The
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author argued that the Moroccan national team could be seen as the most European in
the World Cup, with thirteen players who were European by nationality. However, the
“racist memes” before the match showed intolerance and, in his opinion, “the failure
of European integration policies”. Cafete Bayle also argued that those players chose to
represent Morocco out of identity, sympathy, and sentiment, never out of rejection of
Spain. Finally, he drew a parallel that we prefer to reproduce in full:

No similar meme [referring to the battle for L'Hospitalet] became popular when Spain
and Germany played in the group stage of this same World Cup, something like ‘The
battle for Mallorca: whoever wins Germany-Spain keeps the island.” No one doubts the
Spanishness of Mallorca, and the Germans — Europeans like us, although blonder and less

dark-skinned — are not seen as a fifth column of invaders, a threat. They are not the other
(Canete Bayle, 2022).

Writing in elDiario.es, the academic Imad Boussif (2022) also addressed the issue
of content disseminated on social media. Something “endless” in his view, and which
marked two very different positions: some “of brotherhood”, which advocated “making
neighbourliness and the good vibes that exist between the two peoples prevail”, while
others were “unfortunate”, given that “stigmatising and racist messages toward the
Moroccan population” soon emerged “referring to the violence that would break out in
the streets after the match, thereby anticipating events”. Ultimately, this opinion piece
examined the meaning of the match for “the Spanish children of Moroccan immigrants,
the poorly-termed second-generation immigrants”, that is, the answer to the question of
whether this group would support Spain or Morocco. To answer the question, Boussif
relied on two external testimonies, the following being that of Fatima Tahiri, academic
and co-founder of Mektub, a digital portal for anti-racist reflection:

Nor is there any need to warn of the racism and Islamophobia that will be coming our way
over the next few days. Many have been the messages and conversations I've had where the
topic of “fear of the violence that may rear its head among Moroccan fans” comes up. Something
that can also be seen in social media comments in general, largely from white people. Football
violence is, unfortunately, a very widespread phenomenon regardless of nationality. It's the sport
that brings out the worst in society: sexism, violence, and racism. Let’s not adopt the narrative
that it’s something innate to the Moorish population, as many comments would suggest. It's a
highly symbolic match for both sides, as evidenced by the anti-Moorish racism that has been
so quick to surface on social media. Let’s not get ahead of ourselves (Boussif, 2022).

The digital edition of La Razén showed the other side of the social media messages,
that is, the posts coming from the Moroccan side (Navarro, 2022). Although there were
occasional mentions of “patriotic whims”, with “allusions to the match’s nature as a his-
torical rematch, mixing Boabdil, Abd-elKrim, the Almohads, and the Africanist generals
of the Spanish Army”, the author pointed out that the majority of Moroccans approached
the match as nothing more than “a football match”. An example of this, he recalled, was
national coach Regragui, who asked to “downplay” the round of 16.

La Vanguardia, in “The eyes of the neighbour downstairs” (Pallas, 2022), devoted space
only to the idea of hate speech on social media. In the editor’s words, the platforms “filled
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up with racist comments in the hours after it became known that the two teams were to
meet in the round of 16”. The rest of the article focused on the issue of identity, specifically,
on the reasons for these young Europeans identifying more with their parents’” homeland.

OkDiario did not dwell on the arguments related to the substance of this study.
Pdblico is a different case, the newspaper choosing to focus its coverage of Qatar 2022
not on sports, but on the ethical, social, and human rights aspects of the tournament.
The report “Racist attacks and (debunked) hoaxes about Morocco’s victory over Spain
in the Qatar World Cup” (Macias, 2022), emphasised the two issues reflected in the
headline. Moreover, its subheading further clarified the focus of this analysis: “The World
Cup has left many reprehensible moments for journalism. The latest has come with the
dissemination of fake news after the match that eliminated the Spanish team from the
tournament, all seasoned with hate speech”.

In addition to looking more closely at some aspects already addressed in other sections
of this paper (including, among others, the “more than 10,000 tweets” published under
the hashtag “Lefia al Moro”, the “racist and Islamophobic discourse” of the far right, and
many of the hoaxes that proliferated online), the latter article is especially valuable due
to its depth and analytical nature. For example, the article explained, while still criticising
the far right and Vox, “the ease with which such hoaxes resonate with certain sectors of
the population and how more subtle manipulations that have developed in mainstream
media can permeate and accompany this fake news” (Macias, 2022). The practice was
revealed through “confirmation bias”, that is, “the tendency to favour, seek out, interpret,
and remember information that confirms one’s own beliefs, giving disproportionately less
consideration to possible alternatives”. That is exactly what he framed as “the illusion of
a threat” (that riots might break out) and the “feeling of racist animosity”. To demonstrate
this “subtler manipulation”, Macias pointed to an audio-visual piece that appeared on “El
programa de Ana Rosa”, a television program on the Antena 3 network. Its features include:

Apocalyptic music; a tense tone; images of the few violent incidents, leaving celebratory
images as something secondary; the incident in Huelva, putting the emphasis on the Moroc-
can fans and ignoring the Spaniards who started it; showing a man shouting “go back to

your country” at a group of young people walking calmly down the street, and calling that
‘abrawl’, cutting out the part of the video in which the youths are attacked (Macias, 2022).

In the section dedicated to hoaxes and disinformation, the Piblico analyst reconsid-
ered two news items published by OkDiario and which, as mentioned above, were not
initially available to review because they were not included under the tag used during
the tournament, “Qatar World Cup 2022". The first reported on a fight between fans
of the two teams in Huelva, where OkDiario’s reporting was not accurate according to
the editor of Publico. Regarding the second, titled “Moroccan fans bombard a street in
Seville with rockets after their team’s victory”, Macias (2022) pointed out that the same
person was responsible for this OkDiario news item as the “Vox Easter hoax”, that is,
“that migrant minors had stoned a procession, something denied in Pdblico”. Finally,
the author indicated a new hoax while dissecting how it works:
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El Puntal 24h — a Twitter account that pretends to be a media outlet and repeatedly
appears in disinformation campaigns — used a variation of this technique. It took a news
report from a few days earlier about an attack and attributed it to a North African citizen,
despite the fact that the attack was perpetrated by a Spaniard, as explained in the original
report (Macias, 2022).

6. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

A review of the hoaxes surrounding the match between Spain and Morocco at the
2022 World Cup in Qatar reveals a discursive logic that goes beyond simple fake news
to approach dynamics of criminalisation and stigmatisation. The repeated association
between the Moroccan community and these non-existent episodes of violence, looting,
fires, or sexual assaults forms a narrative strategy that links collective joy with disturbances
of public order. Such falsehoods, systematically debunked by fact-checking platforms
such as Maldita.es, Newtral, Verificat, and EFE Verifica, show how disinformation thrives
on visual montages, manipulations of institutional messages, or rumours spread on social
media to reinforce pre-existing prejudices.

Far from being isolated incidents, the documented hoaxes reveal the existence of
a digital environment in which aversion and discrimination toward anything related to
Morocco are reactivated in contexts of high media visibility. The fact that none of the
alleged incidents were corroborated by official sources, and that real altercations were
reported at large-scale sporting events featuring Spanish teams (Maldita.es, 2022k),
underscores the selective intent of this narrative. Consequently, disinformation oper-
ates as a device of symbolic construction that legitimises Islamophobia, Maurophobia,
and xenophobia, thus consolidating the perception of Moroccan otherness as a threat
and hindering their integration and coexistence in a polarised public sphere saturated
with hostile discourse. Therefore, we can confirm that our first hypothesis has been
corroborated.

In parallel, the analysis of journalistic output on hoaxes and hate speech linked to
that same round of 16 match allows us to profile those findings from a dual perspective:
while some newspapers omitted or silenced any references to hate and disinforma-
tion, others addressed them critically, with varied approaches. An overall review of the
newspapers studied reveals an uneven pattern: on the conservative side, newspapers
such as ABC, El Mundo, and OkDiario ignored racism, online hate, and manipulation of
the news, while La Vanguardia, La Razon, and El Confidencial treaded gingerly around
the question. Those titles on the progressive side or with a more left-of-centre leaning,
such as El Pais, El Periédico, elDiario.es, and, above all, Piblico, gave significant space
to reflecting on those same issues and the need to unmask the narratives. Of course,
not all newspapers condemned the disinformation, racism, or hate speech spread on
social media, issues that tend to flare up more spontaneously in the context of sporting
confrontations, as happened at the 1997 World Athletics Championships, to which some
newspapers referred.
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However, the second hypothesis of our research, that is, that the Spanish press
barely questioned or refuted the disinformation or hate speech generated around the
party, must be rejected or at least qualified for two reasons. First, and to a greater or
lesser extent, El Confidencial, El Pais, El Periédico, elDiario.es, La Vanguardia, and
Pablico did discuss and attempt to debunk the hoaxes spread around the match,
thereby refuting those narratives that stereotype, stigmatise, or criminalise Moroccan
groups living in Spain.

However, we can also affirm that the right-wing press present in our analysis ignored
all these issues. It should be remembered that, according to Guerrero-Solé (2022), we
have examined up to five newspapers that correspond to that tendency: OkDiario, ABC,
La Razén, El Mundo, and El Confidencial. Based on that assessment, we can confirm that
only the latter, El Confidencial, offered an article related to our object of study, because
La Razén only addressed Twitter messages from the Moroccan side. Even more sympto-
matic, if possible, is the case of OkDiario, which was accused by Publico of spreading
fake news and, consequently, disinformation. It should be noted that OKDiario and La
Razon have also been ranked as ultraconservative publications (Arrieta-Castillo, 2025).

It is no exaggeration to argue that this sporting episode was utilised by some peo-
ple and the media to hammer away on the demonisation of Moroccans and Muslims,
reproducing methods already detected in studies on unaccompanied foreign minors or
menas (Kuric et al., 2024; Neubauer, 2021), alongside the ‘Youthlandian’ label (Garnes-
Tarazona, 2024). In the same way that during the pandemic hoaxes circulated linking the
virus with Muslim communities (Ruiz Andrés & Sajir, 2023), or that in other situations
differences were observed in the treatment of refugees depending on their origin (Essalhi-
Rakrak & Pinedo-Gonzalez, 2023), the case of Qatar 2022 confirms the relevance of the
Moroccan as a category of otherness marked by fear and a sense of threat. Such routines,
in addition to influencing public opinion and the political agenda, are embedded in a
broader ideological landscape, where conspiracy theories such as the Great Replacement
or the Islamisation of Europe fuel an exclusionary collective imagination that connects
everyday disinformation with neocolonial and far-right political paradigms.

Finally, it must be recognised that this study has some limitations that could be
improved on. For example, looking directly at X messages, including other mass market
newspapers such as £/ Espafol or The Huffington Post, expanding the media spectrum
to include television or radio broadcasts, or expanding the time period to include the
preliminary matches (the teams in this match were known from December 1), and the
medium- or long-term effects, as well as the possibility of looking more deeply into
events and discourse associated with the rest of the North African team’s matches. These
options should be taken into account in future work, as should other related topics such
as analysis of readers’ comments that nourish articles of the type reviewed herein, or a
similar study concerning the semifinal match at the 2024 Paris Olympic Games where
the two teams were to cross paths again.
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Pedagogical reflection

Consider what you do, as a social media user (remember that WhatsApp counts
as well), with those discriminatory and hateful messages we see or receive on our
screens. We saw them during the pandemic, in the floods in Valencia and other
parts of Spain due to the flash flooding, or even in the events in Torre Pacheco
(Murcia) in July 2025. Do you believe them just like that? Do you share them?
Do you search the media before forming an opinion? Is the headline enough for
you, or do you delve deeper into the news? What type of media do you consume?
A good practice to follow is to always assess the interests or benefits that ques-
tionable news items have for those who post or share them.

Itis also a good idea to visit fact-checking platforms such as those reviewed here
(Maldita.es, Newtral, Verificat or EFE Verifica) to learn more details about the
most controversial cases, as they offer in-depth analysis with the aim of keeping
society aware of the manipulation and, therefore, better informed.

For migrant and foreign groups, explore Maldita Migracion, a dedicated section
on Maldita.es that focuses on migrants, refugees, and religious minorities. There
you can review many of the hoaxes and hate speech those communities face.
If you like football or sports, go to LALIGA's MOOD tool (https://www.obser-
vatoriomood.com/ ) and check out its metrics, reports and other initiatives that
help combat and eradicate racism, homophobia, bullying, and hatred in general.
Finally, explore the articles we've suggested here (Arrieta-Castillo, 2025; Guer-
rero-Solé, 2022; Martinez Lirola, 2022; Duran, 2019) to gain a deeper under-
standing of the ideological biases or tendencies of the Spanish press. You might
be surprised. Remember that a good practice is not to read just one headline:
go to several, alternate depending on the day, look for the same information in
different newspapers, etc.
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1. INTRODUCTION

On September 13, 2025, more than 100,000 people occupied central London
under the slogan “Unite the Kingdom.” This culminated a summer of nationwide
protests against the use of hotels to house asylum seekers. Convened by a far-right
activist known as Tommy Robinson, the London march was supported by extremist
figures such as Frenchman Eric Zemmour and billionaire tycoon Elon Musk, who
communicated with participants online. Yet, many of those attending the protest
declared themselves not far-right, claiming to have come to show their patriotism
and to demonstrate their opposition to the government’s immigration policies. The
narrative of a patriotic act had already accompanied rallies during the summer, when
St. George’s flag was present in marches against the presence of asylum seekers in
hotels denouncing them as a security risk and an economic grievance (OSUH, 2025;
Kemp, 2025; Symonds, 2025).

Two months before the massive demonstration in London, the Spanish municipality
of Torre Pacheco (Murcia) suffered several days of violence after a 68-year-old resident
was allegedly assaulted by young men of Moroccan origin. The incident, which occurred
on July 9%, sparked days of tension fuelled by misinformation and hate speech, with far-
right individuals traveling to the municipality with the intention of confronting its migrant
population. The extremists also waved the flag of patriotism to confront: “insecurity”,
pointing the finger at the government as the guilty party. An organization called “Deport
Them Now” called for a “hunt” of migrants (Urban, 2025).

While British protests raised concerns about the arrival of asylum seekers, violent
demonstrations in Spain targeted the already established foreign-born population, ques-
tioning their right and legitimacy to remain in the country. In both instances, racialized
men, often Muslim, have embodied this perceived threat to the established order. These
narratives were most amplified on social media, but are frequently echoed by main-
stream media too.
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1.1. Context

The last decade has seen an acceleration in the conceptualization of migrations as
a threat (Weninger, 2025). This process spans from the so-called refugee crisis of 2015,
to the summer of 2025, marked by recurring demonstrations against the presence of
migrants and asylum seekers in the United Kingdom (UK), Ireland, Australia, and Poland
(Hindustan Times, 2025).

During this time, there have been significant transformations in how the media
covers migration. At the beginning of the last decade, the Arab Spring uprisings led
to new narratives about peoples of the southern Mediterranean, portraying them, at
least initially, as political subjects in coverage that included context about the reali-
ties of their countries and showcased the diversity of their societies. The traumatic
end to this protest cycle, and in particular the wars unleashed in Syria and Libya,
has been identified by various authors as the beginning of the so-called refugee crisis
(GCHRAGD, 2015).

In the last decade, wars in Yemen, Ethiopia, Mali, and Sudan, the stagnation of the
Sahel crisis (ACNUR, 2024), and the economic crises unleashed by the pandemic and
the war in Ukraine have resulted in a growing displacement of populations (OSCE, 2025).

In 2015, images like that of the Syrian boy Aylan Kurdi, drowned while trying to
reach Europe with his family, introduced a humanitarian perspective on people on the
move (Revista 5W, 2025). However, it wasn't long before the narrative of “a threat to
be managed” gained traction, complementing other dehumanising perspectives that
portray people as victims or a burden, (Blanco-Herrero, 2023). It was also in 2015 that
the attacks on the Charlie Hebdo magazine and the Bataclan concert hall in France, as
well as the allegations of sexual abuse — of which Syrian refugees were accused — on
New Year’s Eve that year in Cologne, Germany, contributed to establishing a discourse
of suspicion against racialized refugees and migrants, many of whom are of Muslim
origin (Calatayud, 2017).

In this context, and in response to the questions framing this section of the manual
about the characteristics of media discourses and disinformation strategies when talk-
ing about migrants and refugees; and about the myths, prejudices, and stereotypes
projected and depicted in the mainstream media and social media, this chapter aims
to include journalistic alternatives that provide quality information when dealing
with the topic of migration. To do so, the chapter describes the media discourses and
information provided when talking about immigration, migrants, asylum seekers and
refugees, analysing how these groups are presented, often as threats, dehumanised
people who are to be feared or hated. The chapter explores counter-narratives that go
beyond the usual frameworks and overcome the bias of “normality” -the conviction
that we are not facing a drastic change in history- by providing communication alter-
natives and by confronting the dehumanising discourses that are enabling dystopian
policies on migration.
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2. SUMMER OF 2025: MAINSTREAM JOURNALISTIC APPROACHES TO A HOSTILE ENVIRONMENT

It is impossible to discuss the last decade without mentioning how the emergence
of social media has created an alternative space where partial, biased, or even false
views of current events circulate. These networks operate as a communication tool in
parallel to conventional media, questioning it and leading to a decline in its consump-
tion especially among younger generations (Reuters, 2025). Social media also influences
the media focus, and at times, its content is based on fake news, misinformation and/
or plain disinformation. Despite the loss of space for traditional media in the battle for
attention, we consider it relevant how media outlets across the ideological spectrum
have reflected the two cases mentioned in the introduction.

Thus, in the UK, we will examine the cases of The Daily Mail, The Times, and The
Guardian (Smith, 2017), while in Spain, we will consider OkDiario, El Espariol, and E/
Diario (CIS, 2023). In both countries, there is a rightward shift in their mainstream press.

2.1. The hotels crisis in the United Kingdom

During the summer of 2025, the St. George’s flag, with its red cross on a white
background, was ubiquitous at protests against asylum seekers and migrants. The idea of
the “right to self-defence” became explicit in the statements of protesters and organizers
within a framework that placed British identity, the country’s wealth, and white British
women and elderly under threat from asylum seekers and migrants. While the defence
of identity rests on a narrative that presents “the other” as radically alien, the defence
of national resources reinforces the image of migrants and asylum seekers as a burden,
people squandering resources in a context of scarcity. In this case, we find it interesting
to point out the article published on September 1%, 2025 by The Daily Mail, the most
widely read newspaper in the United Kingdom, which was titled: “Asylum seekers are
provided with new £300,000 townhouses with private bathrooms, electric vehicle charg-
ing points and underfloor heating... while locals struggle to access property ownership”.

This headline presents a binary and antagonistic view of two realities: the resources
spent by the government on migrants in contrast with an impoverished local population.
The reasons why access to housing is difficult are omitted from a text, that only focuses on
a detailed description of the homes that would be temporarily allocated to asylum seek-
ers. This choice raises the question as to whether those who come from abroad deserve
what many locals cannot access, potentially generating a sense of injustice. Only at the
end the article details the fact that only one family that had followed a legal procedure
to obtain international protection, had been moved to these homes. It is worth noting
that, although the summer protests focused on the accommodation of asylum seekers in
hotels, articles like the one selected question the very fact that they can be guaranteed
shelter while their cases are being processed. Coverage from this perspective feeds into
an impossible situation: making the stay in the UK increasingly more hostile does not
prevent asylum seekers from arriving.
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On the other hand, The Times on August 28, 2025, included an article titled “Resi-
dence permit scheme could end hotel use for asylum seekers in March”, which addressed
refugee policies in detail and presented a concrete alternative. It also included the
perspectives of civil society organizations on the proposal, the experiences of migrants
themselves facing protests and their activity through legal channels.

Finally, The Guardian article, “For some ethnic minority Britons, the ‘Unite the King-
dom’ rally shows that far-right politics are gaining legitimacy” broadens the framework
by introducing an anti-racist perspective through the eyes of ethnic minority Britons,
thus transcending the reductionism of borders and arrivals. This approach frames human
movement as a continuum that shapes societies, rather than reducing migration to its
manifestation at the border. Also, through the voices of the interviewees, the article
includes social and historical context, enabling a framework for understanding and thus
challenging the paradigm of the crisis that will be tackled later in the chapter.

2.2. “Pogromo” in Torre Pacheco

The case in the town of Torre Pacheco caused an explosion of messages on social media
that, even with the attack on the victim still fresh, were already spreading misinformation
and hate speech. This hijacking of the conversation contributed to a climate of opinion that
once again framed the discourse around crisis and confrontation, and the need to defend
ourselves against the security threat posed by migrants, given the government’s inaction
and its alleged “open borders policy,” in a context where the word “immigrant” carries
negative connotations in the most viral messages (EFE VERIFICA and VERIFICA RTVE, 2025).

We can see how online discussions directly influence the content of some media
outlets, as exemplified by the young right-wing publication OkDiario. Under the headline:
“OKDIARIO in Torre Pacheco: ‘The problem isn’t immigration, but the Moroccans who
come to commit crimes”, the publication highlights its presence on the ground, through
a “special correspondent,” giving the situation a warlike tone. Furthermore, it includes a
statement reflecting the publication’s own assessment of the situation, singling out those it
considers guilty as a group, attributing to them an objective for their decision to migrate such
as “to commit crimes”, and ignoring the diversity and agency of the individuals targeted.

Adjectives such as “brutal” abound to describe the attack — a term that evokes the
image of the savage who acts without provocation — and only statements from Spanish
white residents are included, reinforcing the view that Moroccans are the problem. The
article mentions a previous security crisis in the area without providing any supporting
statistics, and associates Moroccans (racialized Muslim men) with crime and radical Islam,
linking the security threat to the identity-based one. Although the article discusses insecurity,
it fails to address the presence in the municipality of extremists gathered to “hunt” migrants.

For its part, the newspaper El Espanol offers the most neutral headline: “Eight arrested
in Torre Pacheco on a night of violence, racism, and looting despite the security deploy-
ment”. This is a report written by a journalist embedded with the police, a reporter who
does include the opinions of Moroccan residents. However, the use of the term “Moroccan
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guerrilla” to classify local young people of Moroccan origin, equating them with those who
come from outside to persecute them, is striking. The article states that the young Moroccans
are fleeing from the police without providing any context (days earlier, the leader of the
far-rightVox party in the region had called for their deportation). In fact, the text focuses on
the young Moroccans as the problem, not on the far-right extremists who threaten them.

Finally, £/ Diario published the piece: “’I grew up hating Moroccans until | married
one’: real life in Torre Pacheco triumphs over the far-right narrative” This article offers
a perspective on daily life in the town, moving beyond the crisis narrative and focusing
on interpersonal relationships. The text introduces other approaches to this conflict,
such as class, within a context of significant economic inequality between agricultural
business-owners and farm-workers.

It is worth noting that the fundamental difference between these three media outlets
lies in their focus: who they consider legitimate residents, what sources they include, and
the extent to which they incorporate the complexity of multiple factors into their narratives.

3. ANALYsIS: DISINFORMATION, DEHUMANISATION, CONSPIRACY

The cases reviewed illustrate how disinformation fuels dehumanising narratives,
stripping migrants of rights and legitimacy, and reducing them to problematic objects to
be removed, managed or expelled. This disempowerment supports the untenable argu-
ment that hostile migration policies alone are sufficient to discourage migration, and it
also allows migration flows to be reduced to a tool manipulated by third parties, whether
human traffickers or rival countries.

The aforementioned report by Blanco-Herrero (2023) describes four frameworks for rep-
resenting migrants: “normalization, victimization, social burden, and threat.” The study notes
that in recent years, the narratives of “social burden” and “threat” have become dominant.
An article by Nikielska-Sekula (2025) of the Migration Policy Institute centred on the visual
representation of migrants, highlights how most of these representations fall into the humani-
tarian focus versus the threat focus, with a shift toward the latter observed in the last decade.

These perceptions are reinforced by disinformation, which, according to the organi-
sation Stop Hate UK, aims to create a “false perception of a person or group, sometimes
to support a hate ideology or conspiracy theory.” Thus, this organisation identifies the
following as disinformation practices: making false connections between individuals or
groups and a social problem, manipulating real content to support a false theory, imper-
sonating legitimate media outlets, falsifying information, promoting flawed frameworks,
and focusing exclusively on the negative aspects of certain groups.

Furthermore, the report “The narrative construction of migrant irregularity in the United
Kingdom: Representation and narratives in media, politics, and civil society” by Piemontese
(2025) also points to the emphasis on quantifying people, which creates “a spectacle of
control, while overshadowing the complexities of how migrants become irregular”.

A series of processes are detailed in the following sections that feed into the “dehu-
manisation” of migration issues, ultimately enabling a narrative around conspiracy.
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3.1. Otherness

Reinforcing the image of migrants as a complete “other” is the first step toward their
dehumanisation. Narratives of othering construct a “them” that is perceived as entirely
separate from “us.” Thus, this otherness that supposedly defines migrants, non-white peo-
ple, or Muslims justifies their exclusion from the moral boundaries of society, allowing
for indifference toward their lives. Capturing the complex identities of migrants within a
limited repertoire of stereotypes (victim, threat, burden) means defining them exclusively
through their experience of mobility, placing them in opposition to native people.

3.2. Threat

Once the other is represented as the opposite of ourselves, the imaginary of threat
is enabled, a construct that is expressed in various ways. First, there is the threat of the
invasion of territory by force, with the image of other bodies arriving on the shores, jump-
ing fences, or occupying space in neighbourhoods. Particular emphasis is placed on the
threat to “our most vulnerable people”, which stirs the discursive association of migrant
men and sexual violence against native women, or which is combined in phrases such
as “our elders can no longer walk safely in the street.”

No less important is the discourse of cultural threat, to “our values,” or to “our
identity”. The aforementioned report by Nikielska-Sekula (2025) reconstructs how
the media tends to reproduce this narrative of threat with images of large groups of
anonymous men attempting to enter the country, or even “warning us” and using
symbolism that exaggerates migration flows with the use of graphic resources such
as those often provided by Frontex to the media: “Symbols such as enormous arcs
on maps that are reminiscent of illustrations of troop movements during a war”. To
further emphasize the war-like imagery, it is often stated that these other men “are of
military age.” Meanwhile, women and children are considered a demographic threat.
The identification of migration as a threat was reinforced in 2022 when NATO defined
it as a hybrid threat (Babiker, 2022).

3.3. Crisis

Since the 2015 refugee crisis, and especially since the pandemic, a framework
has taken hold that presents migration flows as a succession of crises. This approach
legitimizes the normalization of reactive actions in response to what is considered
exceptional and negative. The continuous quantification of arrivals, particularly when
presented out of context, instils alarmism in the public debate and places migration
at the centre of public concerns’.

' In September 2024, following the continued quantitative coverage of migrant arrivals to
the Canary Islands and the political debate surrounding policies for redistributing the newcomers,
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On the other hand, the presumed intentions of third countries that could “instrumen-
talise” migration flows to exert political pressure, are often introduced into this framework
of crisis. This is the approach used, for example, in the “crisis” on the border between
Belarus and the European Union, and with the crossing of hundreds of people in Ceuta
at the border between Morocco and Spain in 2021 (Sundberg, 2023).

The crisis paradigm opens a framework of exceptionality that lends itself to the
violation of migrants’ rights with the complicity of public opinion. However, critics
state that in times of permanent crisis, the European Union should abandon its usual
crisis-based approach to migration and asylum, and “finally develop bold, coherent,
and humane migration and asylum policies that address mobility as a normal feature of
human behaviour, rather than as an emergency”, pointing to the example of the rapid
reception of Ukrainian refugees to show how mechanisms can work to manage a large
influx of people (Giusto, 2023). This source also denounces that the discourse of emer-
gency often translates into “the diversion of crucial financial and political resources from
other longer-term priorities and commitments, such as development and humanitarian
aid, with potentially dramatic consequences”.

3.4.  The logic of scarcity

Maintaining migration as the central focus of a cultural battle obscures its mate-
rial context and the economic infrastructure it sustains, both in countries of origin and
transit— where, lacking legal and safe pathways and amidst profound economic crises,
the movement of people becomes a major local economic driver — as well as in host
countries, with the ever-increasing budget of Frontex, the billions allocated to outsource
“reception” services, and the surveillance industry, all of which consume multimillion-
dollar budgets. Far from highlighting how the so-called management of migration flows
generates significant profits for such diverse actors, the discussions about migration and
the economy often focus on blaming migrants and asylum seekers for the costs they
generate, reinforcing the burden narrative.

The controversy surrounding hotels in the UK exemplifies this. Since 2020, the
use of hotels to house asylum seekers has increased significantly, but the rates paid to
contracted hotel companies, which were already much higher than the cost of other
types of accommodation, have also risen considerably. Asylum seeker accommodation is
outsourced, generating profit not only for the hotels but also for the companies managing
them (Migration Observatory, 2025). However, asylum seekers are blamed for the costs
they generate without addressing the consequences of privatizing reception services to
for-profit companies, and grievances are expressed regarding their access to accom-

a survey by the Centre for Social Research ranked immigration as the primary concern for citizens,
while just three months earlier, this issue had been found to be in fourth place among citizens” wor-
ries, a position it returned to in November 2024 (Centro de Investigaciones Sociolégicas).
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modation, instead of focusing on the financial causes of a global housing crisis. Asylum
seekers are also singled out for hogging public services while the focus shifts away from
the fact that these services have suffered decades of depletion due to neoliberal policies.

The UN Special Rapporteur on the Right to Housing exposed this housing trap declar-
ing that it “It is more convenient for politicians to blame foreigners, rather than address
the cumulative consequences of years, even decades, of failure to protect housing as a
demandable human right” (Rajagopal, 2025).

3.5 The illegality-insecurity axis

l//

The omnipresence of the term “illegal” when referring to migrants or asylum seekers
operates as a mechanism of essentialisation, placing these individuals within the seman-
tic realm of criminality, and therefore, deserving of punishment, or at the very least, of
a hostile environment like the one announced by Theresa May in 2012, when she was
Home Secretary of the UK (JCWI, 2025). Ultimately, as we have seen in recent years,
the focus has shifted from securitising borders to prevent the arrival of “illegal” people to
emphasizing the deportation of such illegitimate individuals. Furthermore, the use of the
term “illegal” obscures the difficulty of accessing the country through legal means, and it
ignores the possibility of changes in people’s administrative status, since many who enter
irregularly end up regularising their situation, while, at the same time, many of those who
enter through legal channels end up becoming undocumented for various reasons (FUN-
CAS, 2024). When the mere presence of these people is considered a criminal act, it is
easy to shift towards discourses focused on the insecurity that these illegitimate migrants
supposedly cause, especially when, as it has already been explained, they are racialized
and apparently Muslim men “of military age”. As Pidd (2025) recognises, in the “Unite
the Kingdom” demonstration nobody used the expression asylum seeker or refugee, and
instead the terms “illegal” and “military-age men” were used. This narrative justifies actions
and policies that confront the presence of these individuals in the name of defending the
local population. In the case of Torre Pacheco, it was the president of Vox in Murcia him-
self who, at a demonstration called under the slogan “Defend yourself against insecurity,”
threatened to deport all the immigrants in the town, stating that: “Not a single one will be
left” (Observatorio Espaiol del Racismo y la Xenofobia, 2025).

3.6. Denial of agency

Dehumanisation suspends people’s agency, denying them the possibility of choos-
ing their destiny, normalising policies of geographical dispersal, or, in the case of the
European Union, enabling regulations that force their return to their country of entry.
The threat of deportation to third countries is another growing dramatic denial of agency
(Gonzalez, 2025).

Likewise, the omnipresent discourse of the “pull factor” and its use in political cam-
paigns is in reality a denial of people’s own initiative in deciding to migrate, as it places
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national migration policies at the centre as the primary factor driving the movement
of people (Verificat, 2024). This displacement of agency also occurs in the discourse
about the instrumentalization of crises, rendering people’s decisions invisible in order
to focus on the political agendas of third countries as seen in section 3.3. The most
blatant manifestation of the denial of people’s agency is found in the discourse of the
“great replacement,” which turns people into pawns in the service of a reconquest plan
directed by diffuse elites, as will be seen later (Gonzalez, 2025).

3.7.  Islamophobia

The specific racism experienced by Muslims involves a process of othering that
essentialises the other (stripping them of their complexity and diversity) to transform
Muslims into a vehicle for values considered alien and incompatible with Western cul-
tures (Siddique, 2024). The othering of Islam is deeply rooted in the so-called West, to
the point that anthropologist Talal Asad identifies it as a fundamental element in defining
a common European identity by opposition (Asad, 2009).

Images such as the one theorised in the bestseller “Clash of Civilizations”, the
emergence of the Islamic State, and the wave of attacks in Europe coinciding with the
2015 refugee crisis have brought this narrative to the forefront. The essentialisation of
Muslims reduces their identity to the religious sphere, eclipsing any other dimension.
It also stirs up alarmism that presents Islam as incompatible with Europe, ignoring the
fact that there are already 45 million European Muslims (Pew Research Centre, 2025).

It accuses Muslims of violence while rendering invisible the rise in violence suffered
by Muslims themselves (Espinosa, 2025). Finally, it ignores the ideological diversity and
tensions within the Islamic world, presupposing a homogeneity that fuels the idea of
fanaticism and irrationality. It is common to find discourses that criticize Muslim politi-
cians as “Islamists” who want to impose Sharia law on the West, when to a large extent,
those politicians belong to progressive secular parties (Babiker, 2024).

3.8 The Great Replacement

Islamophobia is closely linked to the Great Replacement theory, put forward by the
French writer Renaud Camus in a book of the same title, published in 2012. This theory
postulates a supposed plan to replace the native European population with immigrants
from Africa, placing particular emphasis on the danger posed by Muslims. “We are, first and
foremost, a European people of white race, of Greco-Roman culture, and of the Christian
religion. And let no one tell us any more stories,” the author states, while raising the threat of
“genocide by replacement” and warning against the “demographic threat” (Stefanoni, 2019).

The Great Replacement theory excludes the possibility of coexistence and mixing
within the same territory. Furthermore, it is rooted in a certain Western narcissism, as it
obscures the reasons why people migrate, assigning them a single personal and collective
objective: to invade countries considered Western. As we have already seen, pointing to
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globalist elites as the architects of the plan completely deprives people of agency. Finally, in
a time of uncertainty, these kinds of theories “provide a sense of control and understanding
to people who feel powerless and marginalised. (...) By offering a simplistic explanation of
complex events, conspiracy theories give people a sense of agency and belonging, allowing
them to make sense of their circumstances” (Joint Research Centre, 2025).

3.10. From closed borders to remigration

Faced with the conceptualization of migration as a crisis, and of migrants as a
threat to territorial security, or even as elements instrumentalised by rival countries or
civilizations, two logical political decisions follow: closing borders to prevent people
from entering, and facilitating their expulsion should they manage to complete their
journey. Thus, in recent years, the rationale of deportation has prevailed, paving the way
for the concept of re-emigration — first introduced by the Austrian far right and also
championed in the 2024 Thuringian elections in Germany — which goes even further,
attempting to make expulsion possible for people who have legal status in countries but
are considered a threat to the country’s identity (Pieper, 2025). The term represents a
further step in denying agency in the act of migrating, turning people into objects who
are “remigrated” against their will, constituting a final degree of dehumanisation.

4. PROPOSAL FOR ALTERNATIVES: “NARRATIVES OF RESISTANCE”

In order to carry out a journalism that confronts the narratives described above, it
is essential to first be aware of the current political moment of dehumanisation that we
live... This impasse involves a confluence of increasingly stringent immigration policies,
supported by a growing segment of the population, and rising migration flows resulting
from state failures, the dispossession of territories, and the surge in violence caused by
neoliberalism and neocolonialism. It is urgent — and this is the purpose of this chap-
ter — to shift the framework of political debate by radically challenging narratives that
represent a dead end, while simultaneously considering the circumstances that may lead
local populations to experience concern, fear, or suspicion toward migrants. Indeed, as
the report “From Fear to Solidarity” explains: asking citizens, who face great hardship
and uncertainty, to have compassion for the even more vulnerable groups of refugees
and asylum seekers (or even to sacrifice themselves for them) can be counterproductive
or even detrimental in the long run (Banelescu-Bogdan, 2022). Therefore, a shift is neces-
sary to provide people with ways to act in their own interest and that of the community.
In this regard, it is urgent to define what constitutes community based on everyday life
and shared problems. Let us consider some alternative approaches:

4.1.  Complexifying perspectives

While the Great Replacement narrative lends intelligibility to migration by identify-
ing the problem (migration), the cause (the project to invade the West), and the solution
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(border closures and re-emigration), a certain media pedagogy is lacking that addresses
problems, causes, and solutions in an intelligible and transparent way, without aban-
doning complexity. This approach “should include the provision of clear, objective, and
transparent information on migration trends and dynamics in the EU, the explanation of
complex concepts, asylum processes and terminology, and a clear description of the roles
and responsibilities of EU institutions and Member States”, according to recommenda-
tions for journalists from the International Organization for Migration.

This organization also points to the need to address citizens” concerns about wealth
distribution in the face of immigration through honest dialogue. It further urges resistance
to provocations aimed at setting the agenda: “Just because someone said something outra-
geous doesn’t mean it’s news” (UN Migration, 2025). This approach should be comple-
mented by deconstructing all-encompassing concepts such as “illegal” or “immigrant”, and
by showcasing the vast diversity of experiences and life paths representing people beyond
their status as migrants (as students, workers, activists, mothers, etc.), and incorporating
their voices beyond mere testimony, through their own analysis of the various issues.

Moving away from the realm of culture wars and focusing on the everyday lives
of people in places where coexistence is normal helps to dispel the alarmist theses of
anti-immigration discourse (WACC, 2023).

4.2. Migrations as something structural

Focusing on the crisis or the problem prevents us from seeing human movements
as a structural phenomenon that shapes our history and our societies. The International
Organization for Migration, or IOM, describes the different phases involved in the deci-
sion to migrate as:

1. the formation of the desire for change, which can be based on various aspira-
tions (security, living conditions, professional advancement, etc.);

2. the channelling of this desire for change through the aspiration to migrate; and

3. the outcome of the migration aspiration.

The UN Migration report (2017) emphasizes that the blocked transition to independ-
ent adulthood is one of the main reasons for deciding to migrate.

From this perspective, which focuses on the agency of migrants, the IOM believes
that migration policies should concentrate on reducing unsuccessful migration attempts,
as well as reducing the extent of involuntary immobility: people who cannot migrate
despite their desire to do so. Adopting this view of migration policies can result in a
radically different communicative approach, in which the problem is not migration itself,
but rather the violation of the right to migrate and the consequences of this violation:
from death during the journey to the worsening of conditions for people in the country of
origin, since in situations of involuntary immobility, individuals “are less likely to invest
resources in local livelihoods and locally relevant skills (...) In the context of humanitarian
crises, involuntary immobility can exacerbate difficulties and increase the death toll”.
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4.3. Rethinking illegality and insecurity

Given that perceptions of migration are often centred on the ideas of “illegality” and
“insecurity”, as we have seen, an alternative approach is to shift the focus and examine
states and other powerful actors as perpetrators of illegal practices and generators of
insecurity. This includes the failure of public administrations to comply with their own
procedures (Dyer et al., 2024); the violation of human rights by states, for example how
Spain and Morocco violated the rights of migrants during the so-called “Melilla tragedy”
(de laTorre, 2022); and the insecurity suffered by people as a consequence of migration
policies that end in misery and destroyed lives (MSF, 2024).

The approaches to monitor the actions of public institutions are necessary and
enable political responses contrary to those based on the criminalization of migrants.
Also, the struggles of migrants against the illegalities they face provide a crucial counter-
narrative, as they underline the agency of migrant persons and their capacity to organize
collectively to fight (see Babiker, 2021).

4.4. Following the money trail

As we have already seen, a recurring misconception about migrants and asylum
seekers is that they represent an economic burden. This is the case with hotel expenses,
but also with the belief that fuels rumours and resentment regarding the aid that people on
the move might be receiving. In contrast, it is important to identify who profits financially
from migration: from companies that manage detention centres, hotel accommodations,
etc. to those that benefit from the constant investment by states in surveillance tech-
nologies and security devices. Auditing and making these contracts public is essential
in order to contextualize the “cost” of migration and to reveal who benefits financially
from migration policies (see Fundacién por Causa reports in porcausa.org).

4.5. Decentralising the view from the West

The previously introduced report from the International Organization for Migration
(IOM) highlights the need to offer a global perspective on migration, inviting journalism
professionals to “educate the public and contribute to a deeper understanding of migra-
tion.” Although most migration flows occur between countries of the Global South, and
people migrating between countries of the Global North, or from North to South, which
are also part of this structural phenomenon, in this case they are referred to as expatri-
ates, digital nomads, or aid workers, while migration is very often conceptualized in the
media discourse as mass movements of racialized people toward “developed” countries
with predominantly white populations.

The prevailing perspective, therefore, is one of supremacist narcissism that ignores
people’s reasons for migrating and assumes that any global dynamic is driven by the
West as the protagonist. Only in this way can the narrative of the great replacement, or
the repeated idea that migrants want to colonize Europe, the United States, or Australia
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be explained. To overcome this reductionist view, in addition to highlighting the global
nature of migration, it is necessary to emphasise the geopolitical contexts in which
migrations occur and to reclaim the agency and resilience of migrants by showing the
collective struggles in their countries of origin, as well as during transits and in their
destination countries.

4.6. Solidarity and meeting

Migrants are often portrayed as isolated individuals acting in their own self-interest,
without being political actors or part of any alliances. However, solidarity networks
among migrants are a central fact crucial for survival in a hostile society: showing how
migrants organize collectively dismantles the narrative of the masses, reflects the politi-
cal articulation that often leads to broader social demands, and reveals alternative and
encouraging forms of struggle in societies where hopelessness regarding the possibility
of change has spread.

On the other hand, in a climate that persecutes any form of solidarity, whether by
institutions or by the extreme right, it is essential to show spaces of solidarity as a politi-
cal activity between native and foreign populations (Taylor and Syal, 2025).

5. CONCLUSIONS: FROM FORCING IN “OVERTON WINDOW” TO DECOLONISING ANTI-RACIST PERSPEC-
TIVES ON MIGRATION

In the last decade, we have witnessed how the framework of the debate has shifted
towards positions that increasingly dehumanise migrants, normalise the approach around
security as the only “sensible” way to address migration flows, and allow agendas of eth-
nic cleansing, such as remigration, to appear in the public discourse, spreading ever more
widely and fuelling migration policies that are beginning to materialise these concepts.

Following the Overton Window ? theory that analyses how changes occur in pub-
lic opinion, we are seeing how opinions that fell within the spectrum of radicality are
becoming acceptable. The apparent triumph of the extreme right to carry out this shift
and frame the debate, including its reflection in the media, confirms the urgency of
displacing this window with force in the “contrary direction”, enabling indispensable
alternatives to emerge that banish the worst ghosts of necro-politics and push common
sense towards the ground of human rights and social justice.

Therefore, faced with the normalisation of simplistic theories such as the Great
Replacement, it is urgent to address migration from a decolonial and anti-racist perspec-
tive (Gutiérrez, 2018). The effects of colonial history and current extractivism must be
in the forefront of our journalistic agenda, betting on a rebalance of coverage between

2 More on the Overton Window here: “Overton Window”. Britannica. Available in: https://
www.britannica.com/topic/Overton-window.
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the causes (absent from the narrative), and the consequences (presented at all times as a
problem to avoid). On the other hand, it is necessary to introduce the focus of responsi-
bility of countries in the Global North on the causes that drive migrations. In this sense,
the decolonial perspective allows us to make connections between the present and the
colonial heritage. Therefore, a transformative coverage of migrations is not the one that
shows the arrival of migrant people minute by minute, but rather the one that provides
context and intelligibility to the situation, and correlates the situation of the countries
of origin with that of the countries of arrival through the lens of Global Justice (Nifio-
Arnaiz, 2024).

On the other hand, the media are emboldened to discuss existing migration manage-
ment policies, leaving out of the debate the premise that any migration policy should be
based on, which is the right to human movement, enshrined in the Universal Charter of
Human Rights, and also, in the Monterrey Declaration of Emerging Rights?.

While journalism covers radical proposals from the extreme right, it is extremely dif-
ficult to find information or debates on radical proposals in favour of human migrations.
And what is more serious, “the elephant in the room” remains undiscussed.

In the current situation, the only way to regulate migratory flows is through vio-
lence and the violation of human rights. Thus, we are witnessing the trivialisation of the
extreme right-wing dystopias: deportations to countries like Rwanda or South Sudan, the
hunting of migrants in the cities where they live in the United States by the Immigration
and Customs Control Service, and the abandonment of people in the Sahara desert as
a result of policies to externalise the borders emerge each and every time in the news
without generating major responses.

Meanwhile, we observe how institutional violence (i.e. private profit through migration
management, depriving of freedom, and blackmail to the countries of origin) is normalised.
To pave the way for real transformation, it is necessary to have our own agenda that goes
beyond responding and denouncing these practices. If borders, like colonialism or slavery,
are historical constructions that impose suffering and death, it is only from an abolitionist
stance about borders (Babiker, 2022b) that we can take the lead on the Overton Window
to transform into a taboo the idea that there are people who deserve to live less than others.
There are few media ready to open the imagination and make it desirable to have a world
literally without borders, as it already is, practically, for those who have Western passports.

3 The human right to migrate is recognized in article 13 of the Universal Declaration of
Human Rights. “1. Every person has the right to circulate freely and choose their residence within
the territory of a State. 2. Every person has the right to leave any country, including their own, and
return to their country. For its part, the Monterrey Declaration of Emerging Rights includes the
right to universal mobility, defining it as such in its article 7 dedicated to the right to participatory
democracy, as: “the right of every person to migrate and establish their residence in the place of
their election”.
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5.1. Questions for further reflexion / to encourage critical thinking

e What other narratives do you think can oppose the dominant framework about
migrants seen as a threat or linked to insecurity?

e How do you think migration can be covered in the media from a human per-
spective that fosters empathy without falling into paternalism or presenting
migrants as victims?

*  What sources and viewpoints do you think you should prioritise when address-
ing a violent incident where the protagonist is a migrant person?

e Do you think that providing stories and examples of real cases can:

e help to humanise migrants?

e enable the public to better understand why people migrate?

e help readers see the bigger geopolitical picture and the causes for people
to leave their home-countries?

e Do you think that Climate Change impacts such as sea-level rise, water scarcity,
the increase in magnitude and frequency of typhoons /tornadoes, drought, floods
etc. may lead to more migration? Is this migration justifiable?

e What would you do if your home and family were left homeless and jobless by
a climate event? Or if a war started in your country?

5.2. Case study

In 2019, Islamophobia was defined by a British parliamentary working group with
these words: “Islamophobia is rooted in racism and is a type of racism that targets
expressions of Muslimness or perceived Muslimness”. This definition was not accepted
by the Government at the time, nor by the Tories, as they criticized the idea that regu-
lating Islamophobia could endanger freedom of expression and questioned the use of
the term racism when being Muslim does not imply belonging to a race. None of these
objections, however, are raised against the definition of antisemitism proposed by the
International Holocaust Remembrance Alliance’s (IHRA), accepted by all parties. An
example of antisemitism is to criticise the state of Israel.

If freedom of expression is to be safeguarded in the UK, then why is it not possible
to criticise the state of Israel if for example it breaks international law?

Do you think this example indicates double standards or prejudices against Islam
in the UK? In Europe? Is the UK Parliament/ are UK politicians inherently Islamophobic?
What other influences do you think could be at stake in this case?
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1. INTRODUCTION

It is the end of the world as we know it, as the lyrics from a famous song go. This
was my first thought the moment we arrived at Prague international airport. We fol-
lowed the sign “official taxis this way” all the way through and ended up in front of an
Uber machine to order a “taxi” ride to our hotel. | was in Prague for a European funded
project. It was not my first time in this beautiful city, but the first time | saw that Uber
had taken over regular taxis. This personal impression quickly connected in my mind
with a broader reflection: just as Uber replaces traditional taxis, and just as the same
global shops fill the main streets of all European cities, is knowledge itself — produced
by our universities — also being standardized, replicated across borders, and emptied
of its local context?

This chapter is dedicated to the memory of Professor Emin Bakay, the coordinator
of the ERASMUS MULTICLASS project. Prague was, sadly, the last place | had the
chance to meet him. His tireless work in the promotion of internationalization and
his vision in the field of international education continue to inspire the reflections
that follow.

Globalization has taken place all over the world, with both positive and negative
consequences. Europe is no longer the same continent it was 30 years ago — neither
in terms of economic growth and power, nor in the ways educational and business
exchanges are organized. These transformations oblige us to ask: if globalization has
reshaped our economies and our cities, how has it reshaped international education
and the knowledge we produce?

History teaches us about the present and if we reflect deeply enough, it will even
help us to foresee the future. This conviction guides the present chapter: that a histori-
cal lens allows us to better navigate today’s disruptive times. After all, as Mestenhauser
(2023, p. 76) affirms about international education:
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History and historiography are essential to the systems theory because they allow us to
see how parts of a system affect other parts and the whole, and so on and so on; how this
effect has unfolded over time; and, how it manifests today. People do not understand the
complexity of this field- neither where we have been nor where we are going.

These observations show us that without understanding the past, we cannot fully
comprehend the present or anticipate the future. International education, since the end
of World War Il, has seen the creation — through enormous international efforts — of
plans and programs that helped broaden understanding among people from very dif-
ferent countries, cultures and points of views. Yet, there is, as many authors affirm, a
persistent lack of knowledge about the history of international education, which affects
all newcomers to the field, since they think that they have discovered something new,
whereas we know it has already been tried and tested elsewhere years ago. Perhaps this
lack of knowledge is what leads to questioning the role of international education or
its funding or maybe there are other reasons behind this way of thinking: perhaps we
would like to regress to darker periods of our very recent history. | would prefer to think
it is the former explanation and not the latter.

Let us bring some initial reflections and questions that will guide this chapter:

1. Looking back to moving forward’ would define the first reflection about the history
of International Education and the first international programs created. What does
the origin of International Education as a field teach us in our current context?

2. What is the relation between the following two fields: International Education
and Intercultural Communication? And why is this relationship important in
our work?

3. What do the main international education exchange programs teach us today?

This chapter serves as an introduction to the section centered on European funded
projects that focus on more inclusive education in general, and how teacher training is
key in the development of intercultural competence and the critical thinking skills that
will enable our students to become active global citizens.

These guiding questions will be addressed through a combination of historical
overview, theoretical reflection, and practical examples.

This theoretical and practical exploration is vividly illustrated by the Erasmus+ funded
project, MULTICLASS (Multicultural Classrooms: Inclusive Learning and Teaching in Higher
Education, 2022-1-TR01-KA220-HED-000085687). This cooperation partnership directly
addressed the challenges outlined above by developing innovative curricula, didactical
guidelines, and a comprehensive Learning Management System (LMS) to equip educators
with the necessary skills for diverse classrooms. The project, embodying the European pri-
orities of inclusion and innovative teaching practices, serves as a contemporary case study
in applying historical lessons of international education to current faculty development
needs. The findings and outputs of the MULTICLASS project will be referenced throughout
this chapter to ground our analysis in empirical evidence and practical application.
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2. HisTORY OF INTERNATIONAL EDUCATION

The raison d’etre and objective of international education was, after World War
II, to avoid going through another great war. The whole world was ashamed of what
had happened; how it was permitted to happen; how it had gone so far, in terms of
destruction, genocide, and a lack of moral values towards our own neighbors. It was
nothing to feel proud of. Education, exchange, and dialogue were increasingly seen
as tools for peace-building, for preventing the re-emergence of such catastrophic
violence.

The Marshall Plan, created to reconstruct a devastated Europe, was the first and still
today the most important development aid program that any country has ever offered
to other countries. The Marshall Plan was created by the USA to help Europe and its
younger generations. Nowadays, the amount of money that was given to Europe in the
Marshall Plan would amount to 132 million dollars in actual currency, but at that time
it represented 13.150 million dollars to 16 European countries over the period 1947-
1952. (Prieto Andrés and Uldemolins Julve, 2015). This monumental act of reconstruction
not only rebuilt economies but also reinforced the idea that international cooperation,
knowledge transfer, and training could serve as instruments of peace.

It was during this period, in the 1950s, that the field of intercultural communica-
tion first emerged. The USA sent the best of their professionals: those with outstanding
war careers and/or academic qualifications. However, some were not as successful
as they thought they would be. Although they knew the foreign language; they had
been stationed in the country during the war, they had studied the country’s history,
they were not able to fully connect with the locals (Pusch, 2004) . This gap revealed
that something fundamental was missing: the ability to interpret and navigate cultural
differences. For high-ranking officials, this raised pressing questions: what was absent
from their professional background and training? What went wrong? This is key to
understanding that when talking about intercultural communication we talk about
how to solve misunderstandings across cultures. Because the field was born due to
the need to solve conflicts.

Most international education programs were created with the aim of educating
global citizens who would understand other people’s points of view, visions of the world
and cultures. All this was done through exchange programs designed to promote peace
and agreements worldwide. However, it was not an easy or clear beginning. Nowadays,
these exchange programs do not seem too complicated to develop and to organize, but
back then the creation of diplomatic agreements for student visas was required in order
to promote the exchanges and that was a big obstacle. Building trust among countries
and institutions to set up the first exchanges was hard work, requiring persistence and
compromise. This is why cross-cultural communication, and cross-cultural leadership
began to be seen as key competences. Trust was, and still is, not easy to build, and a lot
of sacrifice and hard work was, and still is behind many agreements, as well as challeng-
ing barriers created by non-believers in the idea that another knowledge of the world
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through education was and is possible. In retrospect, the success of these early initiatives
demonstrates that such skepticism could be overcome, laying the groundwork for future
large-scale programs like Erasmus.

The beginning of international education took place in the U.S.A very slowly after
World War | and more rapidly after World War II. It was then that several foundations
began to promote training programs for diplomats in international affairs and foreign
languages. The main goal was to educate well-qualified staff for foreign service (diplo-
macy) and international business (Mestenhauser, 2023). At this early stage, international
education and intercultural communication were already deeply intertwined.

The connection was formalized when anthropologists and military intelligence
experts came together at the newly established Foreign Service Institute (FSI) of the U.S.
Department of State between 1946 and 1956. Edward T. Hall, an anthropologist, was
invited to join the Institute — an unusual appointment that would prove decisive. Hall
himself later recalled how surprised he was: an anthropologist working side by side with
military men? Yet this collaboration became the birthplace of intercultural communica-
tion as an academic field. Hall’s book The Silent Language (1959) is considered the first
book in the field. What he proposed in his work was that anthropology should not only
study single cultures or the interaction or influence of one culture over another one, but
also the communication processes of different cultures, and how people from different
cultures interact (Leeds-Hurwitz,1990).

This innovation was crucial for the FSI and remains the foundation of intercultural
communication today. As Leeds-Hurwitz (1990) argues, the field was not initially created
to be purely academic, but to train people to adapt better in different cultural settings.
This practical origin explains why the field later developed such a strong orientation
towards experiential learning, and why practice has continuously shaped its theory.

Edward T. Hall introduced the influential notion of context in intercultural commu-
nication, first elaborated in The Silent Language (1959) and further developed in Beyond
Culture (1976). His distinction between high-context and low-context cultures quickly
became a foundational framework in the field. In high context cultures such as those in
Asia, the Middle East, Latin America, and Africa, meaning is embedded in shared tradi-
tions, relational trust, and non-verbal signals. Communication is often indirect, requiring
interlocutors to interpret tone, gestures, or situational cues. By contrast, in low-context
cultures, typically found in North America and parts of Western Europe, communica-
tion tends to be explicit, direct, and precise, with verbal language carrying most of the
meaning (Hall, 1976; Guffey & Loewy, 2013; Littlejohn & Foss, 2009). These divergent
orientations can create contrasting expectations: members of high-context cultures may
perceive low-context communication as blunt or overly direct. In contrast, low-context
communicators may interpret high-context styles as vague or evasive.

Hall’s framework has since been widely applied in diplomacy, education, and business,
shaping intercultural training programs that prepare individuals for effective cross-cultural
encounters (Leeds-Hurwitz, 1990; Gudykunst, 2004). In practical terms, the contrast
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between high- and low-context cultures appears across several dimensions. High-context
settings emphasize indirect expression, shared cultural knowledge, and long-term trust-
building, with emotions and opinions often conveyed through non-verbal cues or relational
dynamics. Low-context settings, by contrast, prioritize verbal clarity, direct articulation
of views, and a more individualized approach to interaction, where agreements and
exchanges can proceed without deep relational investment. These orientations affect not
only how people communicate but also how they build relationships and approach col-
lective decision-making. These differences are not simply academic; they appear vividly
in international classrooms and exchange programs, where mismatched expectations can
quickly lead to miscommunication if cultural contexts are not acknowledged.

However, despite its paradigmatic status, Hall’s framework has been subject to
sustained academic critique. A major criticism centers on its tendency towards over-
generalization and static character, as its binary model reductively categorizes national
cultures, obscuring intra-cultural heterogeneity, individual agency, and the dynamism
of cultural practices in an era of globalization (Kim, Pan, & Park, 1998; Cardon, 2008;
Scollon & Scollon, 2011). Furthermore, scholars have challenged its lack of empirical
rigor, noting its genesis in ethnographic observation rather than systematic quantita-
tive analysis, which makes its core constructs difficult to operationalize (Gudykunst
& Nishida, 1986). Critics also argue that the model is susceptible to ethnocentric
interpretation, where the low-context tendency to value explicit verbal code can
be misconstrued as a benchmark for ‘clarity” and ‘efficiency,’” inadvertently framing
high-context communication as unnecessarily vague or opaque — a potential bias
that stems from applying one’s own cultural standards to evaluate another. Finally, a
significant omission is its neglect of power dynamics, as it fails to address how control
over contextual knowledge can reinforce in-group and out-group boundaries and social
hierarchies (Moon, 1996).

Consequently, contemporary scholarship advises cautious use of Hall’s framework,
supplementing it with more nuanced models that emphasize hybridity, intersectionality,
and global flows of communication. Still, its core distinction remains a useful heuristic
— particularly in international education, where implicit and explicit communication
styles converge in multicultural classrooms, international projects and mobility programs.
Awareness of these dynamics helps educators anticipate miscommunication, design
inclusive curricula, and create environments where students from diverse communica-
tion backgrounds can thrive.

2.1.  The Imperative of Non-Verbal Communication and Overcoming Cultural Barriers

The theoretical framework established by Hall necessitates a practical understand-
ing of non-verbal communication, which is equally critical in intercultural encounters.
Non-verbal communication involves conveying messages without words through kine-
sics (facial expressions, gestures, eye movement), paralinguistics (tone, pitch, volume),
proxemics (use of space and distance), and chronemics (use of time) (Gamble & Gam-
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ble, 2014). These cues serve metacommunicative functions, illuminating the nature of
relationships and shaping the interpretation of verbal messages. In intercultural contexts,
the same non-verbal cue can carry divergent, even contradictory, meanings, making its
mastery essential for educators in multicultural classrooms.

Barna’s (1994) classic analysis identified six stumbling blocks that consistently hinder
intercultural communication:

1. Assumption of Similarities: The misconception that shared basic human needs
equate to shared communication styles (this would be a Minimization Stage
under Bennett’s DMIS 1993).

2. Language Differences: Challenges that extend beyond vocabulary to idioms,
slang, and contextual meaning.

3. Nonverbal Misinterpretations: Divergent cultural interpretations of gestures,
proxemics, and chronemics.

4. Preconceptions and Stereotypes: Pre-existing mental images that selectively
filter new information (this would be a Denial or Defence stages in Bennett’s
DMIS 1993).

5. Tendency to Evaluate: The habit of judging others’ statements by one’s own
cultural framework, thereby obstructing empathy.

6. High Anxiety: The stress and uncertainty inherent in cross-cultural experiences,
which trigger defence mechanisms and disrupt interaction (this would be a
Defence stage in Bennett’s DMIS 1993).

Overcoming these barriers is a multifaceted task. Instructors must cultivate cultural
self-awareness, critically examine their own non-verbal cues, and develop strate-
gies for clarity. When uncertain about a student’s non-verbal signal, seeking verbal
clarification is paramount. Adler (1993) recommends modifying potentially harmful
non-verbal actions by learning to convey personal responses openly and precisely,
understanding how space impacts communication across cultures, and comprehending
the role of posture and movement. Ultimately, success in the multicultural classroom
depends on the capacity to manage these differences and create an enriching learning
experience for all.

2.2. From Training Programs to Global Exchanges

The recognition of these barriers explains why training soon became a cornerstone
of international education. Different programs were created to promote educational
exchange, while also advancing the interests of national policies. Practice preceded
theory, and by the 1970s, the first systematic theories of intercultural communication
and international education began to crystallize. Some of those theories were created at
the University of Minnesota, USA, a higher education institution that has always been
a reference in research and practice of International Education and Intercultural Com-
munication among others such as American University.
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One of the most influential initiatives was the Peace Corps, established by John F.
Kennedy in 1961 with the goal of broadening the worldviews of U.S. university students
and recent graduates. Kennedy believed that American youth had become too isolated
from the rest of the world, and that this isolation diminished their global perspectives
and knowledge, thus the international projection of the USA. The Peace Corps combined
service, cultural immersion, and training, making it an archetype of experiential learning
in international education.

Building on these transatlantic experiences, Europe moved in a different yet com-
plementary direction. In 1987, the Erasmus program was launched as a European ini-
tiative to foster student mobility among universities. Initially involving just, a handful
of countries and a few thousand students, Erasmus has since evolved into Erasmus+,
encompassing millions of students, faculty, and staff across Europe and beyond. Today,
it is recognized as one of the world’s most successful exchange programs, not only
for its scale but also for its contribution to shaping a shared European identity (Sierra-
Huedo & Foucart, 2022). Where the Peace Corps sought to project a national vision
outward, Erasmus sought to weave diverse nations together from within, using educa-
tion as its binding thread.

More recently, the European Solidarity Corps has been established to offer young
people opportunities for volunteering, traineeships, and solidarity projects across borders.
While smaller in scope than Erasmus, it reflects a broader European vision: international
education is not confined to academic mobility but also encompasses civic engagement,
social responsibility, and intercultural solidarity.

Together, the Peace Corps, Erasmus, and the European Solidarity Corps illustrate
how international education has evolved: from early experiments in cultural adaptation,
to large-scale regional programs, to initiatives linking education with civic participation.
Each responds to historical needs, yet all rest on the same conviction — that cross-cultural
experience is indispensable for cultivating global citizens.

3. INTERNATIONAL EDUCATION: DEFINITIONS AND CHARACTERISTICS

International education is a vast academic field that is characterized by its global
and interdisciplinary dimensions. At its core, it grapples with the tension between the
universality of “international” and the particularity of “education.” As Mestenhauser
(2023) explains, the equation international plus education does not mean they are both
at the same level. First international means the whole world, while education is indeed
a very national phenomenon restricted to each specific context. This asymmetry makes
culture an indispensable element of the field, since it mediates how education is inter-
preted, practiced, and exchanged across borders.

The cultural element is therefore central to understanding the field of international
education. The field of international education studies the culture of other fields as well
as how much culture affects human interactions and professions. As Michael Paige
used to say in his classes at the University of Minnesota “culture is the way we do
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things around here”, it is the operating system as Mestenhauser puts it (2023). Just as an
operating system shape how software runs, culture shapes how knowledge is produced,
exchanged, and understood.

Because academic fields are ruled by national and local trends of knowledge
— including what has been termed the “hidden curriculum” — to understand how inter-
national education functions, one must account for cultural blind spots. As Mestenhauser
(2023, p. 71) warns, “without the mental abilities to transcend their cultural borders,
people are trapped in these boxes and are isolated in their perceptual, cognitive blind-
ness”. Exchange programs thus seek to create environments where people from diverse
backgrounds can work, live, and study together in order to challenge this blindness and
cultivate broader horizons.

Furthermore, this intercultural interaction is fundamentally mediated through lan-
guage and communication styles, which act as frameworks for cultural expression,
encapsulating distinct thoughts and ideas (Gay, 2015). These linguistic and expressive
systems are embedded with cultural values and epistemologies that significantly influ-
ence how students approach learning and demonstrate proficiency. The absence of
shared communicative frameworks, including procedural norms, etiquette and discourse
patterns, can present a substantial barrier to genuine understanding between culturally
diverse students and educators. Consequently, this divide can prevent students from
effectively showcasing their intellectual capabilities. Instructors who are unfamiliar with
these nuanced differences may lack the capacity to fully access, facilitate, or accurately
assess the depth of these students’ knowledge and competencies. It is therefore vital to
acknowledge that effective communication in international education transcends mere
linguistic exchange and must engage with deeper cultural undercurrents.

This is why we believe in a comprehensive approach to international education
where all members of the educational community are involved and work together in the
ongoing process of internationalization. After all we all work to educate active, ethical
citizens and with our research we attempt to make our societies a better place for all.
As Delors (1997) wrote in his work Education the Treasure Within universities should
speak out loud about ethical issues and social situations that greatly affect the peaceful
living and understanding of our multicultural societies. In 2000 Stromquist & Monkman
already affirmed that life at universities was going to change due to globalization “Intel-
lectuals (read college professors) will become less the guardians of the search for truth,
and administrators will assume a dominant role” (p. 14). A new concept of universities
arose that focuses on clients’ requirements, with clients being not only students but also
those companies that finance research. These universities are controlled and dominated
by administrators and not professors and researchers.

This raises a pressing set of questions for the present: Are we, as professors and research-
ers, doing enough? Are we brave enough to confront these transformations? Or have we
been numbed by the academic capitalism in which we are immersed, failing to dedicate
the necessary time and energy to reflect on and research these critical societal issues?
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4.  SEARCHING FOR THE REAL MEANING OF INTERNATIONALIZATION

The MULTICLASS project serves as a prime example of this comprehensive approach.
It operationalized the definition of international education by moving beyond theoreti-
cal discourse to create tangible resources. The project developed a book of teaching
materials and didactical guidelines, published by the Czech University of Life Sciences
Prague. These can be found on the web page of the project: https:/multiclass.yasar.
edu.tr/results/. These resources translate the abstract concept of “culture as an operating
system” into practical pedagogical tools for higher education instructors. Furthermore,
its research component — including national reports from multiple partner countries
and a comparative international analysis — exemplifies the critical study of how culture
affects professions and human interactions, directly addressing Mestenhauser’s and Paige’s
conceptualizations.

But how do we frame the broader notion of internationalization itself? Interna-
tionalization processes are part of the academic field of International Education. An
academic field that has existed and still does on the peripheries of academia, due to its
interdisciplinary approach and focus. Culture is at the core of International Education.
Understanding and experiencing it is key to who we are and how we understand the
world. We are cultural beings, and we perceive reality, we learn, we teach, love and
manage our lives depending on our cultural baggage. This affects any internationaliza-
tion process taking place at any higher education institution. The internationalization of
higher education is a constant, never-ending process.

As Knight (2003) has classically defined it, internationalization is “the process of inte-
grating and international or intercultural dimensions into teaching, research, and services
functions of a higher education institution (p. 2).accordingAccording to t According to Paige
(2005) this process means “creating an environment that is international in character-in
teaching, in research, in outreach. It means exposing students, for example, to knowledge
about and from different parts of the world, and it means preparing them to communicate
and work with people from other cultures and countries” (p. 101).This holistic process
was central to the MULTICLASS project, which sought to internationalize the core teach-
ing and learning functions of partner institutions by directly empowering academic staff.

Internationalization affects all realms of a university: the teaching and learning
process, the research, the structure and the administration. It directly affects the teaching-
learning process, thus impacting both local and international students in the way they
are integrated into the host university environment. Informed global research and col-
laboration, like the MULTICLASS project, is urgently required to form the foundation
for a more effective teaching-learning process that will promote knowledge, skills and
a more holistic understanding of the current global contexts in which our students will
navigate. University professors need to have international experiences, with their teach-
ing, their research and with their students.

We already know that our students will live locally in diverse multicultural socie-
ties. We also know that to be successful in the current global context our students need
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to be active, ethical global citizens. Thus, internationalization has both global and local
interests at its core. However, the academic world, universities still largely neglect
to recognize “how our own culture as individuals, as international educators and as
institutional systems can blind us and leave us operating in modes of work that are so
limited” (D"Angelo & O Brien, 2023, p.10). As Mestenhauser (1976) once affirmed, are
international educators, academicians or just nice, dedicated people doing good? The
answer is that they are academicians maybe from a Renaissance time, but academicians,
since they work in interdisciplinary fields and they multitask in different departments
and working sections of a university.

There are discrepancies among different authors concerning how to approach an
internationalization process. De Wit (2025) stated in a recent article that at European
level universities have attained holistic internationalization, and that it could be said
that internationalization is already at the center of any European university. However,
Mestenhauser (2023) disagrees with this vision, claiming that universities still view any
internationalization process in a fragmented way and therefore internationalization
lives on the periphery of any university system. We agree with Josef Mestenhauser in his
vision of a fragmented field. We can affirm that there are indeed exceptional cases where
maybe an Internationalization at Home (laH) process has been successfully implemented,
but those are rare cases. This is why to approach any internationalization process (laH
included), we believe that a systems perspective is needed.

Understanding a systems approach in the way that Senge (2006) does as a discipline
“for seeing wholes. It is a framework for seeing interrelationships rather than things, for
seeing patterns of change rather than static snapshots” (pp 68-69). International education
lives in every department and unit of a university. Internationalization is a constant, on-
going process that never ends since it is so vast and constantly changing. It is a process set
up in a global context, therefore we need to have an excellent Global Positioning System
(GPS), better than the one Google Maps offers for navigation (Bennett, 2009). As Fullan
(2008) affirmed, the world is too complex for any theory or theoretical framework to be
100% certain, although it is important to have a valid theory to guide your decisions and
actions. Thus, we believe that a systems perspective with a grounded knowledge of how
to promote change in an educational institution, in this case following Fullan’s theory
“The six secrets of change”, included in Sierra-Huedo, Bruton and Fernandez (2024)as
a mix of two theories, are the most appropriate means to work on and to monitor any
internationalization process. Since learning does not only happen when you are doing
something but really when you reflect on doing it.

Even though universities and ministries talk about the internationalization of uni-
versities, the concept is not clarified and not analyzed in all its multiple dimensions.
Most of the time when people talk about internationalization, they are only referring to
the quantifiable part of the process: the number of study abroad programs, international
students, faculty and international programs. But what happens to the qualitative aspects
of the process? What happens to the core? The core of any internationalization process
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is what our students learn. How we learn and perceive reality is bound to culture as
“culture is not only the major variable of how we should understand other countries,
but how our own culture influences what we know about them, as well. In other words,
while “culture” is something we cherish, protect, and celebrate, it is also a mental
box that encloses and screens other pieces of learning and potentially distorts them”
(Mestenhauser, 2011, p. 9) .

4.1. Elements of Internationalization at Home (IaH)

Research into qualitative aspects of internationalization and the creation of an
intercultural campus highlights several indispensable elements (Sierra-Huedo, Bruton
& Fernandez, 2024):

e the role of foreign languages;

e intercultural learning activities within teaching and curricula;

e awareness of non-verbal communication and institutional support for staff train-
ing in this area;

e the use of ICT to bridge cultural and linguistic divides;

e governance structures and facilities that enable inclusivity;

e and, perhaps most importantly, co-curricular activities (such as intercultural
service-learning programs) and full internationalization of the curriculum.

The practical implementation of these elements requires a commitment to effective
communication strategies that acknowledge cultural conditioning. Navigating the intrica-
cies of a multicultural classroom necessitates a conscious effort to establish an inclusive
and enriching learning environment. Key strategies include fostering cultural sensitivity
and awareness among educators, employing clear and direct language free of ambiguous
idioms, and being mindful of non-verbal cues. Furthermore, promoting collaboration
through group activities facilitates interaction among diverse peers, exposing them to
varied viewpoints. Feedback should target task-enhancement rather than cultural differ-
ences, and the use of multilingual resources can aid comprehension. Ultimately, creating
an atmosphere of respect and trust, coupled with flexibility in teaching methodologies
and a reflective practice towards refining communication strategies, is essential for nurtur-
ing the holistic development of all students within a dynamic multicultural ecosystem.

4.2.  Why physical mobility still matters

International and/or European funded projects help create capacity building and they
help in promoting cross-cultural leaders among universities. Working with colleagues from
different universities around the world has helped us be more flexible in our approaches to
work, improve our intercultural communication skills (refresh from above, Hall’s theory),
and to adapt to changes or deadlines placed by the European Commission. Europe is very
interested in these work exchanges, because indeed they help to internationalize academic
areas, and professors, to broaden their perspectives and to challenge their prejudices and
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stereotypes. It is a way to implement intercultural knowledge and to help society as well
as perhaps other colleagues at university, primary and secondary school teachers and even
businesses to acquire new knowledge. International and/or European funded projects, such
as the MULTICLASS cooperation partnership, are instrumental in creating capacity build-
ing and promoting cross-cultural leaders among universities. The MULTICLASS experience
exemplifies this: working with colleagues from eight universities across Europe required
immense flexibility, improved our intercultural communication skills (a practical application
of Hall’s theory, as discussed above), and necessitated adaptation to the dynamic require-
ments of the European Commission. Europe’s specific interest in physical transnational
meetings, even after successful online alternatives during COVID-19, underscores its com-
mitment to the experiential learning that occurs through direct, personal interaction. As
the MULTICLASS consortium experienced, being compelled to resume physical travel for
meetings was a deliberate strategy to foster deeper trust, understanding, and collaborative
problem-solving among professors, moving beyond the transactional efficiency of virtual
calls. This aligns with Mestenhauser (2023) argument that such experiences are crucial
to stop judging colleagues by our own standards and to challenge the assumption that all
universities operate identically.

We may wonder why the European Commission expressed so much interest in face-
to-face meetings, if online meetings worked just fine. As interculturalists we think this
is because physical travel and interactions among university professors enable learning
by doing and reflecting on those work meetings. Working in international projects helps
us to stop judging other colleagues by our own standards, to trust knowledge that is
created by “others”, to stop assuming that cross-cultural group tasks will be governed
and dominated by the majority? And finally to stop assuming that all countries and that
all universities work under the same system as our own country (Mestenhauser, 2023).
This explains why one of the major challenges that internationalization processes face
is cognitive.

4.3. A proposal for the future

One significant challenge that internationalization faces is cognitive: how it is
perceived by professors, administrators, leaders, and students. For this reason, we
propose that the European Commission involves students in international projects
more actively. Such participation would expose them to the broad scope of univer-
sities’ international work, expand their cross-cultural learning, and help them to
break free from cultural blinders. As Mestenhauser reminds us, “our campuses are
giant laboratories of all kinds of human encounters that might enlighten the field”
(Mestenhauser, 2023, p.68).

Evidence from the MULTICLASS project strongly supports this suggestion. Our short-
term staff training program, a core output of the project, demonstrated the profound impact
of structured intercultural and pedagogical training. The demand was overwhelming;
a virtual training course designed for 35 participants attracted 107 educators, while a
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face-to-face training session in Bulgaria engaged 50 participants. This clearly indicates a
significant, unmet need among European academics for professional development in this
area. Involving students in such projects in the future would exponentially amplify this
impact, truly transforming our campuses into the “giant laboratories of human encounters”
that Mestenhauser envisioned and that we share.

5. CONCLUSIONS

The MULTICLASS project concluded that empowering educators is the cornerstone
of building inclusive higher education systems. By providing academics with practical
tools, evidence-based strategies, and opportunities for collaborative learning, projects
like MULTICLASS directly enhance the multicultural dimension of teaching and learning.
The project’s results, including the significant oversubscription to its training activities
— demonstrate a hunger among European university staff for this kind of professional
development. This evidence makes clear that the future of international education lies
not only in student mobility, but equally in the continuous, internationalized professional
development of those who (teach them)/facilitate their learning.

It seems clear that competition for talent is likely to intensify, and that is going
to be one of the hardest battle our young generations will face. Taking into account
that diversity is here to stay and it is not going anywhere. Then consider that accord-
ing to J. Mestenhauser our students learn more and more about less and less. This
narrowing of knowledge areas underscores the importance of experiential learning,
problem-solving, and intercultural engagement — forms of education that broaden
perspectives rather than reduce them. Real-life situations, especially those involv-
ing cultural difference, expose students to complexity and frustration, which in turn
become valuable lessons in resilience and adaptability. It is indeed the duty of higher
education institutions to lead the change that higher education institutions need. This
change will need of well-thought and well-planned internationalization process or
the change will not be successful.

Let us share our final thoughts in working intensely in international projects. There
is perhaps nothing more intricate than the way cultures function, and nothing more
rewarding than realizing that engaging with this complexity can also be enjoyable.
International educators and international students bring precisely this kind of complexity
into classrooms, turning them into laboratories of lived experience. Coping with cultural
ambiguity, negotiating different perspectives, and discovering joy in the unknown are all
part of the education that universities must offer if they are to prepare students for the
challenges ahead and to educate ethical global citizens.

International education is therefore never a problem to be “solved” once and for all.
It is an ongoing project, a permanent process of learning, reflection, and renewal. The
MULTICLASS project shows that through collaboration and a commitment to practical
solutions, we can meaningfully address current challenges. But it also shows that the
work continues. So, my dear colleagues: let us embrace this unfinished task, and com-
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mit ourselves to many more projects together — projects that will expand knowledge,
deepen understanding, and ensure that international education remains a vital force for
peace, justice, and intercultural connection.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The 2021 UNESCO International Commission for the Future of Education report
Reimagining our futures together — a new social contract for education argues that
our world has undergone such massive changes over the past twenty years that many
twentieth century educational values no longer reflect our relationship with technology,
the planet, and each other. The instant availability of vast amounts of information means
that education, rather than just transmitting knowledge, needs to help learners to find
and use information responsibly and to engage actively and critically in their searches
for meaning. Climate change affects learning both directly and indirectly, with extreme
conditions causing increased difficulty in accessing education and other basic needs
and rights, and often the necessity to seek a better life through migration. The diversity
of our societies today calls for education to foster intercultural competence, to enable
people to communicate successfully with people from other cultures and to understand
and respect cultural differences (Deardorff, 2006). The first two proposals of the UNE-
SCO report, recommend that “Pedagogy should be organized around the principles of
cooperation, collaboration, and solidarity”, and Curricula should emphasize ecological,
intercultural and interdisciplinary learning that supports students to access and produce
knowledge while also developing their capacity to critique and apply it (2021, p. 8). These
two proposals reflect the underlying principles of the Reciprocal, Maieutic Approach
(RMA) which focuses on enhancing critical thinking and the collaborative dismantling
of stereotypes and prejudices.

However, recent research (cf. Wang & Jia, 2023; Lorencova at al. 2019) demonstrates
that in general teachers do not have adequate training in the development of critical thinking
particularly in the area of the prevention of extremism. Many studies report critical thinking
aims that are limited to the cognitive level, ignoring affective skills, and undervaluing the
considerable practice and effort necessary to develop critical thinking. The REACT project
aims to address this by providing teachers with a practical tool that can be used not only in
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RMA workshops, but in all educative contexts. Teachers can prepare and pre-plan lessons
and discussions as part of the day’s lesson on sensitive topics, but, with the appropriate
training, they can also employ the RMA on spontaneously occurring occasions as a means
of enabling learners to gain a deeper understanding of complex concepts.

The Erasmus + program in the period 2021 - 2027 seeks to enable the participa-
tion of a wider range of organisations and a larger number of participants. In this regard,
the program empbhasizes inclusiveness as one of its key priorities and seeks to promote
equal opportunities and access in all its activities. Measures to promote inclusiveness that
have proved to be to be especially effective so far include, among others: whole school
approaches, community schooling approaches, a strong school ethos promoting respect,
interactive student-centred methods, inclusive curricula, teacher professionalization, and
strong community-school relationships (Budginaité et al., 2016; Unesco, 2021). One of the
most researched methods that seeks to overcome passive teacher-centred learning which
has been found to promote inclusion in education is cooperative learning. There are many
variations of cooperative learning (Johnson et al., 2000), but elements most have in com-
mon are: positive interdependence, individual and group accountability, the promotion
of interaction, the appropriate use of social skills, and group processing. The benefits of
cooperative learning are universally recognised (e.g. greater achievement scores, creativity,
and acceptance of differences; more inclusiveness, and empathy in the classroom); how-
ever, the challenges of implementing cooperative learning have not been fully recognised.
These include a lack of personal experience of this type of methodology by teachers and
a lack of teacher training and professional development in this area. This, coupled with
the restraints of a culture of competition explain why cooperative learning has not been
more fully embraced. The Reciprocal Maieutic Approach is completely in line with find-
ings about cooperative learning and its effectiveness in promoting inclusive education. The
RMA is a “process of collective exploration that takes, as a departure point, the experience
and the intuition of individuals” (Dolci, 1996). RMA is a group communication strategy
(Habermas, 1981) that enables all the elements in the group to give their ideas and opinions,
contributing through this to the development of a final common idea to make a change in
the individual and collective social, political, economic, educational spheres. Reciprocity,
an element key to cooperation, is at the core of the entire REACT methodology, defined as
a dialectic method of inquiry and a “group” self-analysis for the empowerment of school
communities and individuals. The term maieutic, which refers again to student centred,
active learning, is explored in more detail in the following section and its application to
the React Erasmus project and the Reciprocal Maieutic Approach described.

2. Maieutics

The maieutic tradition goes back to Socrates who rejected the idea that students’
minds are empty vessels to be filled with knowledge but rather embraced the idea of
self-directed learning through a method of permanent research and questioning. The
teacher is seen as a midwife (maieutic is Greek for midwife) helping the student to move
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towards the light, to ‘give birth’ to knowledge through a process of questioning. The
method is not only relevant in the field of educational work but can also be defined as
a philosophical approach.

In the field of education, the idea of self-directed, student-centred learning has repeat-
edly been put forward, as a viable approach which can be equally, if not more efficient
and productive than more authoritarian, teacher-centred learning methods. During the
last 100 years or so, for example, Dewey (1916), Vygotsky (1978), Delors (1996), Gardner
(2009), Goleman (2009, 2024), among others, have all championed self-directed learning.

Long before this, philosophers and educators advocated for more student-led learn-
ing. The thinking of German philosopher Immanuel Kant, for example, was deeply con-
nected with Socrates and his maieutic method. One of the most important campaigners
for Enlightenment, Kant’s motto was sapere aude (Kant 1784): Dare to know or have the
courage to use your own intellect! The influence of Kant and Maieutics can still be felt in
Germany today. Robert Jungk, a writer awarded the Right Livelihood Award, and Jirgen
Habermas, a philosopher, for example, are both influential figures in pedagogy. The
concepts of Jungk (Zukunftswerkstatt, meaning both, Factory for the Future, and Future
Workshop, Jungk / Miillert 1981) and Habermas (herrschaftsfreier Diskurs or Discourse
Free of Domination, 1981) are similar.

Robert Jungk was one of the most important figures of the international environ-
mental and peace movement. His concept is a method clearly related to Maieutics. The
aim is to develop solutions to social problems. Thus, people are to move from being the
objects of future planning to becoming the subjects. The aim is to turn those who are
affected into participants. Jungk’s concept is suitable for participants of all ages (from
kindergarten children to senior citizens) and all levels of education (from unemployed
people without training to business managers). His method requires intensive prepara-
tion and support by trained moderators (Jungk / Mdillert, 1981).

Jirgen Habermas belongs to the second generation of the so-called Frankfurt School,
a group of scholars who are connected with what is called Critical Social Theory. The
object of their theoretical statements is the analysis of society, that is: the exposure of
its mechanisms of domination and oppression, with the goal of creating a reasonable
society, comprised of responsible people. Theory is thus, curiously, understood as a
form of practice. One of the founders, Theodor W. Adorno, emphasized that thinking is
a form of doing. This means that with theoretical enlightenment, social conditions are
unveiled, and with the new view of them, changing practice begins, starting to alter the
consciousness of enlightened people (cf. Schweppenhduser, 2010).

Overall, methods corresponding to maieutics have a long tradition in Germany. They
are commonly discussed under the name ‘questioning-developing teaching method’
(fragend-entwickelnde Unterrichtsmethode). Their representatives, such as Hilbert Meyer
(1987), explicitly refer to them as a further development of Socrates’” Maieutics.

There is also a Maieutic tradition in France for example. It is associated with the name
of Rousseau (who also invites the educator to become the friend that the pupil needs,
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1762), and the linguist and educator Michel Bréal, among others. Bréal introduced new
teaching methods that would give pupils the joy of learning through clarity and educate
them to become independent-minded citizens. “Let’s improve our methods, awaken the
numb minds of our small farmers, train the common sense of our city children, and get
them all used to observing and thinking” (« Améliorons les méthodes, éveillons I"esprit
engourdi de nos petits paysans, formons le bon sens de nos enfants des villes, habituons-
les tous a observer et a penser »; Bréal 1872, p. 24). According to Bréal, the tendency in
France to approach issues theoretically rather than pragmatically is negative. Pragmatic
here means the use of teaching methods that are linked to the reality and mentality of
children, which for Bréal is the prerequisite for a successful education system. School
should become a place of joyful learning and creativity.

Bréal himself co-founded various schools, not least the College Sévigné, one of the
first girls” schools in France (which his own daughter attended). It is also interesting with
regard to what is described below that in fact the Collége Sévigné seems to have been the
first school in France to apply Maria Montessori’s methodology (Savoye 2007, p. 237).

However, the mutual influences of reform pedagogues are not limited to Germany
and France. For example, there were also links between Bréal and the Russian author
and reform pedagogue Leo Tolstoy. Bréal (1888) wrote a foreword to the French transla-
tion of Tolstoy’s book on freedom at school.

Tolstoy’s reformist pedagogical endeavours also took up Rousseau’s ideas. The poet
established numerous village schools. His goal was also an education adapted to the
different personalities of children. The school in Jasnaja Poljana, was attended by 800
children and was “governed” by the children. The children themselves distributed the
work, prepared the (exclusively vegetarian) food and took care of school maintenance.
Instructors and teachers were required to interfere as little as possible in the internal
order of the children’s lives. Tolstoy thus had a great influence on the reform movements
of independent schools such as Summerhill school in the UK (Neill, 1960).

Of course, the ideas and writings of Danilo Dolci and Maria Montessori in Italy were
also influenced by these reform movements, but the combination of elements from these
two pedagogic theories that comprise the Reciprocal Maieutic Approach differentiate it
from its predecessors.

3. THEe ReciprocAL MAIEUTIC APPROACH AND MONTESSORI’S PEDAGOGICAL PRINCIPLES

Danilo Dolci (1924-1997) was a transformative Italian educator and social activist
whose Reciprocal Maieutic Approach (RMA) fused Socratic dialogue, nonviolent action,
and community engagement. As Longo explains, in Danilo Dolci’s Environmental Edu-
cation and Empowerment, RMA was a dialectic method of inquiry directed towards the
development of citizenship (2020). This ecological maieutics emphasizes communica-
tion, creativity, love, and empowerment rooted in participants’ lived experiences. Dolci
rejected top-down preaching and instead facilitated group reflections where participants
collectively explored, considering individuals” experience and intuition as a reference
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point — a process contrasting with Socratic one-directionality. His method, put into
practice from the 1950s onward, started from a belief in community-rooted change:
“resources for change are present... and should be searched for and evoked in the people
themselves” (Dolci 1996, p.19)

A notable example of this was dialogue with farmers in Western Sicily which led
to shared awareness of water scarcity, culminating in community-led protests and the
construction of the Jato dam. This was an act of civic resistance and social infrastructure
development. Dolci’s centers functioned as “civic incubators,” where ordinary citizens,
professionals, and thinkers like Paulo Freire contributed to participatory democracy.

Maria Montessori’s pedagogy centers on nurturing children’s cognitive autonomy
(self-directed, metacognitive learning rooted in inner regulation and reflection) as detailed
by Zdybel (2018). Montessori’s work was grounded in rigorous observation and evi-
dence-based refinement of educational materials. As she herself asserted in her famous
“Montessori Method” (published originally in Citta di Castello in 1909): “A system of
education that is based on liberty ought to aim at assisting a child in obtaining it [...] he
will freely manifest himself with greater clarity and truth and thus reveal his own proper
nature “(Montessori 1948, p. 57)

Lillard (2019) highlights Montessori’s focus on free choice, showing how environ-
ments allow self-selection to enhance intrinsic motivation, greater engagement, and
well-being. This supports Dolci’s emphasis on learner-initiative in RMA. Montessori’s
moral philosophy, as discussed by Frierson (2021), emphasizes social solidarity and
group agency, core elements in RMA workshops that rely on collaborative inquiry and
shared responsibility.

Moreover, modern studies show that Montessori teachers act as mediators, facilitating
rather than dictating, promoting spontaneous exploration, thus paralleling RMA’s dia-
logic, horizontal dynamics. Montessori environments are carefully structured to promote
independence and reflection, shaping spaces aiding critical questioning, a concept also
dopted by REACT as detailed in the REACT project outputs (Centro Sviluppo Creativo
Danilo Dolci, no date).

The convergence of Maria Montessori’s pedagogical vision and Danilo Dolci’s Recip-
rocal Maieutic Approach (RMA) reveals a shared epistemological foundation rooted in
the rejection of didactic transmission in favor of inquiry-based, participant-driven learn-
ing. Both educators challenged traditional hierarchical models of education. Montessori
emphasized the child as an active constructor of knowledge, whose development is sup-
ported through exploration, freedom within structure, and deep observation. Similarly,
Dolci’s maieutic method was based on dialogical inquiry, where knowledge emerges
from collective questioning and the co-construction of meaning among participants. In
both approaches, the learner is not a passive recipient but a protagonist in the educa-
tional process.

A further point of convergence lies in their conceptualization of the learning environ-
ment. Montessori’s idea of the “prepared environment” serves as a deliberate structure
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designed to foster autonomy, concentration, and purposeful engagement. This resonates
strongly with Dolci’s dialogic settings, which are intentionally designed to invite reflec-
tion, participation, and shared meaning-making. In both cases, the environment is
not neutral but pedagogically charged-it shapes, sustains, and challenges the learner’s
development, encouraging the emergence of critical consciousness.

Finally, both Montessori and Dolci viewed education not merely as a technical
process but as an ethical and political act capable of contributing to broader social
transformation. Montessori’s lifelong emphasis on moral education, peacebuilding, and
solidarity anticipated many of the principles later embedded in Dolci’s civic practice.
Her insistence on respect for diversity, self-discipline, and global responsibility finds a
powerful counterpart in Dolci’s commitment to democratic participation, the empow-
erment of marginalized communities, and the cultivation of critical agencies. In both
visions, education is not only about individual growth but also about the reconfiguration
of society-nurturing learners who are not just knowledgeable but capable of acting for
the common good.

4. THe REACT project

The REACT (REciprocal maieutic Approach enhancing Critical Thinking) project
aims to foster inclusive education and critical thinking (CT) through a community-based,
dialogic pedagogical model. Drawing on the legacies of Maria Montessori and Danilo
Dolci, REACT integrates principles from both methodologies (e.g. cosmic education,
prepared learning environments, social engagement, maieutics) to enhance tolerance,
democratic values, and diversity appreciation among students aged 10-16 across four
European countries, namely Italy, Greece, Bulgaria and Spain.

At its core, REACT addresses growing concerns about radicalization and exclusion
in school environments by engaging the entire Educating Community — teachers, stu-
dents, parents and school/institutional stakeholders. The Reciprocal Maieutic Approach
(RMA), central to REACT, fosters collective inquiry, and the co-construction of meaning,
supporting the development of critical awareness and social responsibility. The project’s
activities are structured into theoretical training, classroom workshops and cooperative
pathways tailored to students’ needs.

5. DeveLoPMENT OF THE REACT Project

REACT began with an extensive exploratory phase involving biographical question-
naires and surveys aimed at identifying baseline attitudes, needs, and pedagogical gaps
among educators and students. These surveys revealed a pressing need for dialogic,
non-transmissive teaching practices and pointed to limited existing training in the devel-
opment of critical thinking as a means of preventing extremism.

The data also highlighted a common frustration among educators regarding tradi-
tional curricula’s inability to engage students in self-reflection or open dialogue on sensi-
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tive topics. Findings showed that, particularly during adolescence, students demonstrate
polarized emotional responses and are vulnerable to oversimplified narratives — often
a fertile ground for extremist ideologies. The REACT project strategically responded to
these insights by integrating critical thinking-focused interventions and collaborative
teaching methods into schools’ existing structures.

The “Train the trainers” phase, a cornerstone of the REACT methodology, was imple-
mented between October 2022 and March 2023 in the four participating countries. The
training programme was based on a first version of Guidelines for conducting workshops.
It offered teachers a toolkit of dialogic strategies and helped them to identify and seize
“teachable moments” in everyday classroom life. The “Train the trainers” sessions were
aimed at helping educators shift from being content delivers to facilitators and observers
of student growth.

The training programme engaged 76 teachers from 22 schools and various education
levels, including primary, lower and upper secondary — as well as vocational schools.
Training sessions introduced the theoretical framework of RMA, methods to foster criti-
cal thinking and practical facilitation strategies. The duration of training averaged eight
academic hours, often extended due to high demand and enthusiasm. Teachers partici-
pated in simulated workshops, discussed challenges in their particular learning environ-
ments and co-developed pathways suited to their students’ needs. Feedback collected
post-training indicated a high degree of satisfaction and a shared interest in maintaining
ongoing collaboration through an informal REACT ambassadorship network. Feedback
collected from this phase was also integrated into the final version of the Guidelines for
conducting workshops, the REACT manual.

The REACT Manual provides a structured pedagogical resource that connects the
philosophies of Montessori and Dolci with contemporary educational challenges. It
introduces foundational concepts such as the social dimension of education, cosmic
education, and the importance of a prepared learning environment, reinterpreted to fit
modern contexts including digital technologies and multicultural classrooms. The REACT
Manual is not just a didactic resource; it is part of a broader theory of change that sees
education as a community-wide effort to build democratic and inclusive societies. It
aligns closely with the project’s goals, particularly to reinforce the role of schools as social
spaces for dialogue and transformation and to promote democratic values and tolerance.

The Manual offers specific workshops on themes such as identity, responsibility,
ecological awareness, and the role of language. Each module includes methodological
instructions, suggested activities, and reflective practices to stimulate student agency
and cooperative learning. Designed for adaptability, the Manual allows teachers and
educators to tailor activities based on classroom specific dynamics, reflecting REACT’s
inclusive and participatory ethos. Excerpts from this manual are included at the end of
this chapter.

The piloting phase took place from early 2023 and involved 22 schools across Italy,
Greece, Spain and Bulgaria. Teachers facilitated REACT workshops using the method-
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ologies they had experienced during their training sessions and the final Manual. The
workshops were tailored to local contexts and students’ needs, following a co-design
process involving students in shaping their learning paths.

A total of 901 students participated in the piloting phase of the REACT project: 887
students were involved through the main REACT piloting activities; an additional 14
university students (future teachers) participated in special piloting sessions run by the
German partner AGRAF, even though they were not an official implementing partner
during this phase.

In Italy, the REACT project was piloted in two distinct settings: Citta di Castello (Villa
Montesca) and Palermo (Centro per lo Sviluppo Creativo Danilo Dolci). The two experi-
ences, while shaped by different local realities, shared a strong focus on educational
inclusion, co-design, and pedagogical experimentation. In Citta di Castello, the piloting
was the culmination of deep engagement with the local educational community. Teach-
ers from both primary and lower secondary schools co-developed pathways tailored to
their class groups.

Piloting in Greece took place in the 1*'Junior High School of Corfu, a public school
that fully embraced the REACT methodology. Coordinated by the Regional Directorate
of Education of the lonian Islands (RDEII), the piloting was preceded by in-depth training
sessions hosted on-site in the school’s ICT lab.

In Spain, piloting was carried out by Fundacién Universidad San Jorge (Zaragoza),
mainly in lower secondary and vocational schools. Spanish facilitators placed particu-
lar emphasis on themes such as ecological consciousness, identity, and democratic
participation. The piloting process was marked by a strong youth-centred approach:
students were not passive participants but active co-creators of the workshop’s
content.

In Bulgaria, the REACT piloting was implemented by the Centre for European Initia-
tives (CEI) in secondary schools in Sofia. Here, the focus was on fostering responsibility,
empathy, and intercultural dialogue among students.

6. INNOVATIVE DIMENSIONS OF THE REACT ProOJECT’S RECIPROCAL MAIEUTIC APPROACH

The REACT project has taken Dolci’s RMA and developed it into an innovative
methodology that responds to the complexities of current educational and social chal-
lenges. Its originality lies not only in how it adapts RMA to new learning environments,
but also in how it enriches Dolci’s Maieutic with complementary elements, ensuring
greater inclusiveness, continuity, and impact. A first distinctive element is the choice
to involve mixed and diverse groups of participants. Instead of limiting the process to
a single category, such as students or adult learners, REACT brings together students,
teachers and parents in a common learning environment. Within these groups, teachers
from different subjects and parents with varying levels of engagement in school life are
included, creating a richer and more plural environment for dialogue. This approach
enables a more authentic exchange of perspectives and fosters shared responsibility
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across generations. Another innovative aspect is the long-term, structured nature of the
piloting intervention in schools. Rather than being reduced to isolated workshops or
sporadic activities, REACT applies RMA as a continuous path unfolding over an entire
school year. Participants are involved from the initial choice of topics through to the
final evaluation, ensuring coherence and a deeper sense of ownership. This structured
pathway contrasts with the fragmented and short-term use of RMA often seen in previous
experiences. REACT also integrates key features of the Montessori educational tradition
into the RMA process. As briefly mentioned above, concepts such as the “prepared
environment” and practices like Circle Time strengthen the conditions for equality,
mutual listening, and freedom of expression. In this way, the REACT methodology does
not only focus on what is said, but also on how and where dialogue happens, valuing
the diversity of learning styles and rhythms. The REACT project further innovates by
broadening the scope of critical thinking: instead of treating it as purely cognitive or
logical reasoning, the project frames critical thinking as a process that is also empa-
thetic, emotional as well as reflective. It invites participants to become aware of their
own assumptions, perceptions, and emotions, acknowledging that transformation often
begins not with arguments, but with self-awareness and empathy. Equally important is
the community dimension: in fact, REACT positions its work within the broader Edu-
cating Community, actively involving not only students and teachers but also parents,
school staff and in some cases policy makers. This community-wide approach allows
the project to move beyond the classroom and contribute to cultural improvement
within the wider social environment. Finally, REACT brings innovation to evaluation
practices. Instead of measuring only knowledge acquisition, it seeks to track changes
in perceptions, stereotypes and attitudes through biographical and qualitative tools
applied before and after the process. This makes it possible to capture deeper shifts in
how people think and relate to one another.

7. RESULTS OF THE PILOTING

Outcomes from the piloting phase were overwhelmingly positive. Students actively
participated in discussions, demonstrated increased openness to diverse perspectives, and
engaged in critical reflection. Facilitators observed notable improvements in classroom
climate, peer relationships, and students’ ability to articulate nuanced opinions. In some
cases, pathways were reshaped based on student feedback, underscoring the value of
flexibility and co-ownership in the learning process.

In Italy, what stood out was the iterative nature of the process: after initial sessions,
some students requested modifications to the workshops, leading to a collaborative
re-design. This underscored the importance of co-planning as a condition for genuine
student engagement.

In Palermo, training and piloting were strongly grounded in the biographical and
social legacy of Danilo Dolci. Workshops focused on the classroom as a space for
mutual recognition and respect, helping students to articulate personal experiences
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and opinions. The approach was seen as particularly effective in promoting open-
ness, cooperation and critical reflection — especially in socially complex school
environments.

Teachers in Greece showed great commitment to adapting the RMA to their
classroom dynamics and piloting sessions became an opportunity for both dialogue
and emotional awareness. Students responded positively to the structure of the
workshops, which gave them space to explore complex topics such as identity and
responsibility in a safe and respectful environment. The RDEIl’s close observation
and feedback mechanisms during the piloting allowed for a responsive and evolving
implementation, reinforcing the model’s adaptability and sustainability in the Greek
educational system.

Spanish teachers reported that the RMA created unexpected spaces for self-expres-
sion and creativity, especially among students who had previously been quiet or disen-
gaged. What emerged most clearly was the transformative effect of structured dialogue
on classroom dynamics. Teachers noted a shift in student behaviour: from competition
to collaboration, and from silence to thoughtful contribution. This reinforced the value
of the REACT approach as a tool for civic and personal development.

Teachers from Bulgaria appreciated the REACT Manual and workshops for providing
a practical and non-dogmatic framework that could be easily adapted to local school
culture. Students explored topics such as roots, belonging, and otherness, reporting feeling
empowered to speak more freely and listen more attentively to their peers. Perhaps the
most striking feedback referred to the shift in teacher-student relationships. The REACT
workshops encouraged a more horizontal classroom culture, reducing hierarchy and
increasing mutual trust. Teachers noted that students became more reflective and col-
laborative, and that the impact went beyond the workshop sessions, influencing general
classroom climate and participation.

8. CONCLUSIONS

Across the five countries, the piloting of the REACT project demonstrated the flex-
ibility, scalability, and human impact of the RMA. While local implementation varied,
common themes emerged: (i) students became more active and reflective learners; (ii)
teachers gained new strategies for facilitating dialogue; (iii) workshops fostered empathy,
tolerance and critical awareness; and (iv) the educating the community approach rein-
forced sustainability. However, at secondary school level, despite student voice and the
development of critical thinking skills being recognised as important, schools still tend
to focus on the content described in curricula and the exams that test knowledge of that
content, rather than on the skills that will enable young adults to participate successfully
in the world today. There is certainly a place for the Reciprocal Maieutic Approach in
today’s classrooms.
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9. REACT WORKSHOP GUIDELINES

What follows is a summary of a set of guidelines developed for partners in the pro-
ject as a tool to facilitate training sessions with teachers. The section includes practical
instructions and suggestions on how to conduct workshops and possible themes and
topics. A transcript with comments of two actual workshops is also included to give
readers additional insights into the process. If you are interested in obtaining a copy of
the RMA manual that was developed for teachers you can download a copy at: https://
www.react-erasmus.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/08/3_1_REACT_Manualallcontribu-
tions.pdf. (React Model Manual, no date).

10. KEY POINTS

Maieutic workshops do not involve asking questions in order to receive predeter-
mined answers, but rather to engender doubt, creativity, debate, critical thinking, and
a sense of satisfaction as all participants contribute to the process and the development
of dialogue that ignites action and provokes further reflection.

It is important to select and prepare carefully the documents to be used in the ses-
sion, the space where the session takes place and the questions from which our reflec-
tions will begin.

Following the Montessori tradition, the RMA facilitator does not intervene in the
discussion to propose solutions but encourages them and observes group and individual
growth. They try not to force ideas on participants but rather encourage thoughts to
emerge according to a principle of freedom and independence.

Reciprocity is one of the main characteristics of the maieutic approach, so allowing
different community members to serve as facilitators is fundamental. Although at first
an external expert should carry out this task, roles can soon change, with participants
acting as facilitators.

The learning space was also key to Maria Montessori. Learning space refers to
the physical space, which should be comfortable with seating arranged in a circle to
avoid notions of hierarchy and to permit eye contact between all participants. It also
refers to a shared, clear plan of activities. The goal is to create a cultural and linguistic
community. Preparing the cultural environment means gathering information on the
issues discussed, while the linguistic aspect entails initial ‘terminological” sessions that
explore the meanings of key words so that participants use them more consciously and
effectively. Reflecting on words and analysing terminology is essential to prepare the
learning environment. Once linguistic aspects are clarified, participants discuss which
topic to choose. Such a topic cannot be too generic: It must be analysed and selected
carefully according to shared interests, needs and problems. This attention to terminol-
ogy is a fundamental component of Dolci’s approach, while the careful preparation of
the learning environment pays tribute to the Montessorian vision.
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Both Montessori and Dolci conceive the educational act as inherently transforma-
tive and as such, apart from discussing the topic and the activity around semantics and
terminology, the workshop should aim to activate a transformative process. Participants,
in the case of the REACT project, children at a school, can identify a situation or problem
they would like to change or resolve, the causes of the problem, the difficulties involved
in change, the consequences of change. The final step is then to begin to design concrete
actions to implement that change.

For an example of the role of facilitator and the dynamics of a RMA workshop,
Appendix 1 (pp 31-42 Guidelines) gives an example of workshops carried out with
10-year-olds and 14 year-olds in Italy. They are initial sessions involving mainly the
exploration of meaning of two key words (disobedience and health). A portion of the
verbatim transcript of the two workshops is presented below for ease of reference. The
complete transcripts of both workshops are available in Appendix 1 of this article.

. RMA works'hop with RMA workshop with youth from
Operational a group of fifth-grade “Casa della Salute” in Santa
information children

(aged 10-11) Margherita di Belice (aged 14)

1. The group sits in

a circle in a class Let’s return to a sentence
and starts by sharing from the book we read
the carefully chosen together yesterday at
documents, taking the library. ,We need to After a brief introduction from
into consideration, defeat fear and be aware the teacher, we agreed to
on the one hand, the we are doing the right introduce ourselves and think
group’s needs and, on thing” In your opinion,  together. This phase lasted about
the other, the learning  which is the link between one hour due to the number
project. This document  this sentence and the act ~ of participants, but it was very
can be a passage from  of disobedience of Rosa intense and participated.
a book, poem, video,  Parks? Let’s find an answer
song, or painting to today’s question: What

that will inspire the  does disobedience mean?
generative question.
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. RMA works.hop with RMA workshop with youth from
Operational a group of fifth-grade " Y
. . . Casa della Salute” in Santa
information children

(aged 10-11) Margherita di Belice (aged 14)

2. Silence is crucial to
allow participants to
reflect before starting
the discussion. Please
remind participants
to pay attention to
turn-taking. To avoid
too much frenzy, the
RMA coordinator
may transcript the
interventions so that
each speaker needs
to express themselves
slowly.

Each person introduces
themselves, sharing their primary
interests and deepest desire
quickly. Following this part, I will
give some examples connected
to the superficiality which often
characterises our modes of
expression. Generally, we don't
know the actual meaning of our
words. [...]

I will now give you an example:
the Italian word “cattivo” (cruel)
derives from the Latin adjective
“captivus” (prisoner). It conveys
the idea that when you imprison
someone (either animal or
human), you limit their agency;
therefore, they will become
cruel and react to the violence
they endured with even more
violence.

Going back to our topic, let
me summarise the definitions |
have found for the Italian term

“salute”:

Salus (from “salvus”) = safe,

integer, healthy; salutare = to

wish somebody good health and
wellness.

So, here’s our question: what

does health mean according

to our experience? What does
it mean to feel good? Let’s try
to find an answer together
by focusing on the following
aspects:

- personal, individual

- collective, family

- social, community

Before speaking, please
remember that | want
to collect your beautiful
thoughts. Have you seen
that I already have a
notebook, just like you? |
am sure all your ideas are
important and exciting, |
will try to write quickly,
but I expect you all to
help me if I cannot catch
up. If necessary, you may
repeat what you have said
and that I didn’t have the
opportunity to write in
time. You may also write
down your reflections
before reading them to
the rest of the group if you
want.
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RMA workshop with
Operational a group of fifth-grade
information children

(aged 10-11)

RMA workshop with youth from
“Casa della Salute” in Santa
Margherita di Belice (aged 14)

In my opinion, to disobey

means to oppose an order

one deems unfair without

resorting to violence. But it

is essential to understand

whether an order is fair or
not.

You disobey something
you have been told to do
without being violent [...]
Disobeying your mother
is banal; it’s an everyday

matter. While civil
disobedience is disagreeing
with things we repute
unfair for us or others, it
means acting for a good
cause.

3. Those who wish to
speak can raise their
hand in an orderly and
respectful way. [...]
Being attentive to turn-
taking is an excellent
exercise in democracy,
and it cannot be taken
for granted since it is
a goal the group can
achieve little by little.

We take turns sharing our
opinions; we should listen to
every person. Then we will start
discussing, and everyone can
be free to intervene. Health is
a synonym for life and feeling
good. It is all about physical
and mental well-being and
understanding our feelings.
Health is connected to feeling
good or bad in our bodies. It is
about our mental state and how
we relate to others.

[...]

I can see that you
distinguish between
family disobedience

and civil disobedience,
which involves the whole
community and does
not imply any form of
violence. [...] Think about
Rosa Parks’s story the
teacher has read. However,
disobedience may be both
fair and unfair.
How can we understand
whether disobeying is the
right thing to do [...]

4. The RMA
coordinator must
help participants
clarify their ideas

by considering their
shared observations.
[...]

Let’s try to find a word which
describes the time we have
spent together, the underlying
feeling: just one or two words.
,Very intense’, ,debate’,
Loutburst”, ,debate”, ,dialogue’,
it was beneficial”, ,very
interesting”, ,we opened up”,
I found out many similarities”,
,a good opportunity to get
to know other people”, ,very
educational”; ,I put myself to
the test”, ,we hardly think about
how we reflect” |...]
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Operational : A:guw?):’k:i?&p v:a:g:f RMA workshop with youth from
P group 8 “Casa della Salute” in Santa

information children R,
(aged 10-11) Margherita di Belice (aged 14)

She had no idea her

5. The RMA
coordinator should gesture would Chan.ge the
elicit doubts, even wqud, then how did she
instilling thém it relelse thgt her act was the .
necessary. Any right thing to do? [...] To To me, it’s always new, every
reflective process disobey means refusing to time, fantastic; thank you.
cannot stern from do something somebody Why should we think about
else wants to impose on death? [...]

certainties or pre-
established truths
but from a collective

us. When your mum asks
you not to play with your
phone, and you oppose it:

uest. ,
q that’s unfair [...]
[...] voices were overlapping,
a sign of apparent
disagreements... Somebody
I will try to collect your exclaims, ,He didn’t say: | want
6. The RMA . . . .,
. ideas; it seems that civil to die” Some others: ,We are
coordinator should ; ) ) .,
disobedience is not a all meant to do something”). At
collect all the . . . . .,
. tantrum but a non-violent  this point, since it’s late and the
reflections and try to . . ;
. protest to reclaim your energies are going low, as well
summarise ideas we . . .
rights. Sometimes protests  as the concentration that helped
do not want to lose. . . .
can be violent. [...] us to be attentive and silent, |

propose to finish our meeting by
stating that being healthy doesn’t
simply mean not being ill.

Is there a connection Feeling good in your body is

between respect and art of the physical dimension
7. The coordinator disobedience? [...] l;f health- slc))r%/etimes we ma
should pay attention Someone imposes ) / mes, we may
. . think: ,I do not like myself”; we
to any input from the something on you, and :
need to cooperate by accepting
group that deserves you do not agree to do ourselves the way we are
further exploration that because it is too way '
) . : The psychological aspects are
to keep reflecting complicated or unfair. How L
. connected to our way of living
together. can we decide whether ; ’ .
and relating to others: not being

a request is too harsh or

unfair? too self-centred. [...]
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Operational
information

RMA workshop with
a group of fifth-grade
children
(aged 10-11)

RMA workshop with youth from
“Casa della Salute” in Santa
Margherita di Belice (aged 14)

8. When the
discussion is almost
over, the RMA
coordinator seeks
to sum up what has
emerged, valuing
the interventions of
everybody, even the
shyest ones.

Let’s sum up what you
have said: it is a protest
that does not tolerate
violence, derives from
neglected rights, and is a
courageous act. What you
say is essential because
civil disobedience is heroic
and never connected to
cowardice.

To disobey is not doing
what we have been asked
to do.

Let’s start from here to
close our discussion |[...]

There is no separation
between the physical and the
psychological components. |...]
Once again, when we don't feel
good, we realise our health’s
importance.

There are many achievements:
feeling good with my pupils (I
have a cheerful class); achieving
my goals (I couldn’t do it if |
were unwell) [...]

9. In this case,
the group did not
need to organise a
new workshop the
following day. [...]

Do you think we have
clarified the idea of
disobedience? Is it OK like
that, or would you like to
continue? That’s OK; let’s
have a break!

| would like to continue with
that [...] We need ,moments”
during the day when we may
think about what we have done:
these moments help us stay with
others...
It would help if you stopped
for a moment to understand it
better.

Figure 1 below shows three ‘pathways’ suggested in the REACT project manual that
address the topics of social inclusion, wellbeing and learning spaces at school. Each
pathway consists of 3 steps:

1. Step one is meant to allow participants to get to know each other and identify
and agree on the topic that will be problematized during the second workshop
— in a shared and democratic way (the perspective of change).

2. Step 2 is meant to turn the identified perspective of change into a proactive
action (the project of change)

3. Step 3 is aimed at transforming the project into a concrete proposal, to be
addressed to the school, the educating community and/or other educative actors
(the proposal for change)
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SOCIAL INCLUSION AT WELLBEING AT SCHOOL LEARNING SPACES AT SCHOOL
SCHOOL
Flrst workshop: the 1. soclal skllis 4. Roots and Identity 7. The Learning Space
perspective of between Concreteness and
change Abstraction
(STEP 1)
Second workshop: 2. school for soclal S. The Ecologlcal 8. The Community that
Change Converslon of school Educates
the project for
change
(STEP 2)
Third workshop: 3. school and 6. The Partlsan 9. Critlcal Thinking
Responslbllity Language
the proposal for
change
(STEP 3)
Closure actlvity See below See below See below
(optlonal)

Fig.1. Suggested thematic areas and pathways for RMA workshops at schools.

The manual provides documentation for each pathway in addition to more detailed
instructions regarding setting up and facilitating workshops. There is also more in-depth
information about these two great teachers and educational philosophers, Danilo Dolci
and Maria Montessori.

We sincerely hope that we have piqued your interest sufficiently for you to down-
load a copy of the REACT Manual and guidelines for the Reciprocal Maieutic Approach.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In a world marked by rapid technological and social transformation, schools are
expected to be not only transmitters of knowledge but also to adapt to complexity and
change. The notion of schools as learning organizations offers a compelling response to
this demand. It envisions them as dynamic systems that continuously develop their col-
lective capacity to improve, innovate, and share knowledge - thus ensuring sustainability
and excellence in education. The Learning Schools Erasmus+ Project, implemented during
the period 2020-2022 across four European countries, emerged from this conceptual
and practical necessity*.

The project addresses a pressing concern within European educational systems
related to the loss of professional expertise due to teacher retirement, attrition, and
migration. This phenomenon threatens institutional memory, disrupts continuity, and
weakens the collective capacity of schools to sustain innovation and quality (EEPN,
2019). Although many teachers undergo continuous professional qualification, much of
the resulting knowledge remains individual and tacit, rarely embedded in school-wide
practices. The concept of organizational learning defined as continuous process of reflec-
tion, knowledge exchange and systemic improvement, may confronts this challenge.

The main goal of the Learning Schools Project was to increase the capacity of schools
to manage teachers’ professional development as a strategic, organization-wide process.
It focused on creating a culture of innovation and implementing knowledge manage-
ment systems that support internal and external learning. This involves equipping school
leaders with tools for institutionalizing knowledge and enabling teacher collaboration,
thereby making schools more resilient, inclusive, and future-ready.

*  Learning schools project is co-financed by Erasmus+ Program of the European Union, Agreement No
2020-1-BG01-KA201-079235, (https://www.learningschools.eu/).
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The initiative was implemented by a transnational consortium from four coun-
tries - Bulgaria, Spain, Italy and Tiirkiye®. The partnership brought together educational
institutions, policy experts, researchers, and practitioners, with extensive experience
in school leadership and innovations, teacher training and research of the educational
ecosystems. Such diverse partnership enables the development of high-quality knowl-
edge management resources available in different European languages and tested in
a different cultural and education context. The Learning Schools Project builds on the
diverse experiences of all partner organizations in school reforms and innovation, while
simultaneously introducing novel approaches for each one of them. Additionally, fifteen
associated partners, among them schools and stakeholders, took part in the piloting of
the project results and the dissemination activities in each project country.

The project unfolded in several key phases, reflecting both a research-based and
practice-oriented approach:

e Preliminary research and country specific analyses — based on a qualitative
methodology linked with a grounded theory and looking into the important and
unknown in the school about its learning culture. Several analytical instruments
like desk research, case studies and semi-structured interviews were used to
investigate the diverse cultural, economic and educational context in the four
countries®.

* Model development and assessment instruments — integrating the findings
and the analyses, the expertise of the partnering organisations and the exist-
ing theoretical models of schools as learning organisations (Kools and Stoll,
2016). It provides educational leaders with a framework for their organisation
development, further innovation and knowledge management. The assessment
tool is a practical instrument, which allow schools to position themselves on a
continuum of the learning schools and to compare the progress of their organi-
sation with other schools’.

e Creation of a process-based knowledge management wizard — an integrated
instrument for organizational learning in educational context that captures the
steps of knowledge and learning in the organisation in the following layers:
organizational goals - people - processes - technology. Its focus is to inspire

5 51 Secondary School Elisaveta Bagryana, Sofia, Bulgaria (https://www.5Tsu.info), Association
Center for Educational Initiatives, Sofia, Bulgaria (https://cei-bg.org), San Jorge University, Zaragoza, Spain
(https://www.usj.es), Fondazione Hallgarten-Franchetti Centro Studi Villa Montesca, Citta di Castello, Italy
(https://www.montesca.eu), Governorship of Istanbul or istanbul Valiligi (http://www.istanbul.gov.tr; https://
abmerkez.com).

© The final output is available in English, Bulgarian, Italian, Spanish and Turkish language on the Learn-
ing school platform: https://www.learningschools.eu/course/view.php?id=157, (last seen: 25.07.2025).

7 The final output is available in English, Bulgarian, Italian, Spanish and Turkish language on the Learn-
ing school platform: https://www.learningschools.eu/Ims/course/view.php?id=75, (last seen: 25.07.2025).
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conscious efforts for gathering knowledge and preserving it within the organi-
sation and includes tools for self-evaluation, strategic planning, personal and
organizational development®.

e Development of innovative knowledge management platform - where the learn-
ing school model and the knowledge management wizard are embedded. The
platform in based on MOODLE and allows easy access for users with different
roles (teachers, school leaders, administrators), comparison and analysis of each
teacher and each school, planning and conducting of specific activities, data
visualisation in the form of graphs, tables and statistics and more thus forming a
network of learning schools from all the countries. The knowledge management
system was piloted among different type of schools and the collected feedback
was used for its adjustment and improvement®.

e Dissemination of project results - the final phase focused on spreading the pro-
ject’s innovations across wider networks of partners in all project countries, but
also on European level, promoting the notion of schools as learning organiza-
tions and sharing access to the project platform with all the available resources. °

The Learning Schools Project offers a comprehensive framework for educational
institutions aiming to evolve into learning organizations. To thrive in the 21st century,
schools are encouraged to focus not only on teaching, but also on organizational manage-
ment, knowledge sharing and the importance of intercultural dimensions. Moreover, the
transformation of schools into learning organizations cannot occur without transforma-
tive leadership. School leaders play an essential role in creating environments where
collaboration, shared vision, and reflective dialogue are not exceptions but norms.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
2.1.  Schools as Learning Organizations

A key distinction within the concept of schools as learning organizations lies in
understanding the difference between individual learning and organizational learning.
While individual learning involves the acquisition of skills, knowledge, and insights by
a single teacher or staff member, organizational learning refers to the capacity of the
school to integrate, retain, and apply knowledge collectively.

8 The final output is available in English, Bulgarian, Italian, Spanish and Turkish language on the Learn-
ing school platform: https:/www.learningschools.eu/Ims/course/view.php?id=80, (last seen: 25.07.2025).

 The final output is available in English, Bulgarian, Italian, Spanish and Turkish language on the Learn-
ing school platform: https://www.learningschools.eu, (last seen: 25.07.2025).

0 More information about the dissemination activities in each project country is available at: https://
www.learningschools.eu/blog/index.php, (last seen: 25.07.2025).
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The term “organizational learning” was first introduced by Chris Argyris and Donald
Schén in the late 1970s in their foundational work Organizational Learning: A Theory of
Action Perspective (Argyris and Schon,1978). They explored how organizations can learn
through the actions and reflections of their members and suggested that organizational
learning occurs when individual insights are embedded in institutional routines, practices,
or systems, allowing the organization to adapt to internal and external changes over
time. In contrast, individual learning often remains tacit and isolated, and the departure
of experienced staff can result in significant knowledge loss.

Over the years, many scholars have expanded the concept of the learning organisa-
tion and its vital role in contemporary management theory underscoring the need for
the business corporations to develop internal systems that transform personal expertise
into shared, sustainable organizational knowledge. Their suggestions are emphasising
the importance of different aspect such as “systems thinking”, “learning perspective”,
“strategic perspective” and “integrated perspective” (Watkins and Marsick, 2004). Among
the significant research questions is the processes through which organizations convert
tacit knowledge (personal, unspoken know-how) into explicit knowledge (documented,
shareable information), and vice versa (Nonaka and Takeuchi, 1995).

The theoretical contributions by Peter Senge are significant for the later idea to think
the educational institutions through the same lenses as the corporations. In his book The
Fifth Discipline he established a foundational understanding of learning organizations
through his systems thinking framework. He identifies five “disciplines” that character-
ize learning organizations: personal mastery, mental models, shared vision, team learn-
ing, and systems thinking. Senge defines a learning organization as one “where people
continually expand their capacity to create the results, they truly desire, where new and
expansive patterns of thinking are nurtured, where collective aspiration is set free, and
where people are continually learning how to learn together” (Senge, 1990 and 2006).

The OECD'" education working paper What makes a school a learning organisation?
published in 2016, could be seen as a first step towards building a shared understanding of
the concept that is solidly founded in the literature and is recognisable to all parties involved
- scholars, educators, policy makers, students and parents. The authors are Marco Kools from
the OECD Directorate for Education and Skills and Louise Stoll who is Professor of Professional
Learning at University College London’s Institute of Education and an international consultant.

Kools and Stoll’s concept of the School as a Learning Organisation builds on Peter
Senge’s foundational theory of learning organizations, particularly his emphasis on systems
thinking, shared vision, and continuous learning and combines with Watkins’ and Marsick’s
practical approach on how to create a learning organisation (Watkins and Marsick, 1996).
While Senge, Warkins and Marshick introduced these ideas in a business context, Kools
and Stoll adapted them for education by developing a practical seven-dimension model

" Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development, https://www.oecd.org.
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tailored to schools. Their work translates abstract principles into concrete strategies for
school improvement, collaboration, and innovation, aligning closely with Senge’s vision
while addressing the specific needs of educational institutions (Kools and Stoll, 2016).

The OECD educational working paper operationalizes the concept of the school
as a learning organization in a Learning School Model by identifying seven key dimen-
sions. Together, these dimensions provide a practical framework for schools seeking to
shift from fragmented improvement efforts to systemic, evidence-informed development.
School, as a learning organization, is defined as one “that has the capacity to change
and adapt routinely to new environments and circumstances as its members, individually
and together, learn their way to realizing their vision” (Kools and Stoll, 2016).

developing a shared visi entred on learning of all students
creating and supporting continuous learning opportunities for
all staff

promoting team learning and collaboration among all staff

School as a
learning establishing a culture of inquiry, innovation and exploration

organisation

embedding systems for collecting and exchanging knowledge
and learning

learning with and from the external environment and larger
learning system

modelling and growing learning leadership

Figure 1. The seven dimensions of the learning schools model

Note. Own elaboration, from Kools and Stoll (2016).

The Learning Schools Project integrates the above-mentioned theoretical model into
practice by promoting tools that facilitate knowledge management - particularly digital
systems for capturing, evaluating, and redistributing knowledge across organizational
levels (Figure 1). The Learning School Model offered by Marco Kools and Louse Stoll is
enriched by the findings in the project country analyses. The research and best practice
analysis conducted in Bulgaria, Spain, Italy and Tirkiye helped to further define the
practical implementation of the seven key dimensions of a learning organization. The
project model incorporates these insights, illustrating how the schools examined across
the participating countries and illustrate these dimensions through context-specific exam-
ples. The findings also revealed that the concept of a learning organization is generally
understood as a multilevel and organic structure, involving dynamic interrelations across
four levels: individual, team, organizational, and systemic (within the school’s broader
community and external environment). From this standpoint, a learning school is not
merely a place where learning occurs, but an entity that learns as a system.
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The Learning School Platform integrates theoretical insights into practical tools that oper-
ate at both the organizational and individual levels. One key instrument is the school evalu-
ation questionnaire, designed for both teachers and school leaders to assess their institution’s
position within the learning organization model. The questionnaire uses a four-point Likert
scale to capture variations in frequency, quality, relevance, and perceived impact across dif-
ferent strategic dimensions. A methodological guide accompanies the tool, offering support
for interpreting aggregated data. The scale does not represent a linear progression, but rather
a developmental continuum, where each level reflects varying degrees of organizational
maturity. The questionnaire is not intended for external benchmarking or scoring; instead, it
is a self-evaluation tool aimed at internal reflection and planning for improvement. Results
may indicate that a school occupies different levels across various dimensions of the model,
thus encouraging nuanced analysis and context-specific action planning.

The second key instrument is the Knowledge Management Wizard - a tool designed
to support the systematic gathering, application, and sharing of professional knowledge.
It begins with an individual self-assessment by teachers, complemented by an assessment
conducted by school leaders. On the second step, variety of methods, examples and tips
for knowledge gathering are suggested. A library of best practices, compiled during the
research phase of the project from schools in Bulgaria, Spain, Italy, and Tiirkiye, is organized
according to the dimensions of the Learning School Model and provides practical ideas
for knowledge application in real context. The last step emphasizes knowledge sharing
through peer collaboration, documentation of practices, mentoring, and other methods
that help schools institutionalize valuable insights and prevent knowledge loss over time.

2.1.1. Intercultural Dimensions and Inclusion in Learning Schools

Learning with and from the external environment and the broader system repre-
sents the sixth dimension of the Learning School Model, emphasizing the importance
of sensitivity to external factors, including social, political, and economic conditions.
In increasingly diverse school environments, the capacity to recognize and integrate
intercultural perspectives is essential for developing inclusive and effective learning
organizations. Cultural frameworks such as Hofstede’s dimensions of national culture
and the GLOBE project offer valuable tools for understanding how values, behaviors,
and leadership expectations vary across contexts (Hofstede, 2001; House et al., 2004).
These insights are crucial for educational leaders aiming to foster shared values and trust
in multicultural school settings.

Hofstede’s model highlights key cultural dimensions such as individualism versus
collectivism, power distance, and uncertainty avoidance - all of which shape how collabo-
ration, authority, and innovation are perceived within school communities. For example,
in high power distance cultures, leadership may be viewed as top-down, while in more
egalitarian cultures, distributed leadership may be more readily accepted. Similarly, col-
lectivist cultures may naturally support team-based learning, whereas individualist envi-
ronments may require more explicit strategies to encourage collaboration (Kole, 2025).
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The GLOBE study extends this analysis by identifying culturally endorsed leadership
profiles (e.g., participative, autonomous, or humane-oriented leadership). This is par-
ticularly relevant for schools operating in multinational or intercultural contexts, where
leaders must adapt their strategies to diverse expectations while promoting cohesion and
shared purpose (GLOBE Project, 2020).

Inclusion, meanwhile, goes beyond cultural awareness. It involves actively creat-
ing structures that allow all members of the educational community - regardless of
background, ability, or status - to participate, contribute, and thrive. Inclusive learning
communities are built on principles of equity, empathy, and recognition of difference as
a resource rather than a barrier (UNESCO, 2020; Gémez-Hurtado et al., 2021).

Recent research confirms that inclusive and culturally diverse schools foster a
stronger sense of belonging, promote mutual respect, and enhance academic outcomes.
For instance, Schachner et al. (2019, 2021) found that positive diversity climates and
culturally inclusive practices were linked to greater student engagement, intercultural
understanding, and prosocial behavior. Similarly, Pérez-Jorge et al. (2023) emphasized
that schools embracing interculturality undergo structural, cultural, and relational trans-
formations that improve both organizational resilience and community responsiveness.

Nonetheless, implementing these approaches also poses challenges. As noted by
Nascimento et al. (2025), the lack of educator training and institutional resources can
hinder effective inclusion. Effective leadership and continuous professional development
remain critical to overcoming these barriers.

By combining intercultural sensitivity with inclusive leadership practices, schools
can build stronger, more resilient learning organizations. These communities are better
prepared to handle complexity, support diverse learners, and foster innovation through
dialogue and mutual respect. As such, intercultural awareness and inclusive practices
are not peripheral but central to the mission of any transformative school.

2.2. Leadership Styles in Education

The final, yet equally important, dimension of the Learning School Model emphasizes
the leader’s role in creating and cultivating an organizational context that supports and
enables all other dimensions. Leadership in education plays a critical role in shaping
school culture, improving teacher development, and enabling organizational transforma-
tion. In the context of learning schools, leadership extends beyond administrative duties
and involves the capacity to build shared visions, support collaboration, and sustain
professional learning environments over time. Different leadership styles contribute
in varying ways to these goals, with transformational and distributed leadership being
especially relevant to the Learning Schools Model.

Transformational leadership emphasizes vision, motivation, and innovation. Leaders
who adopt this style aim to inspire teachers and staff by articulating a compelling vision,
aligning personal and institutional objectives, and fostering a shared sense of purpose.
According to Bass and Riggio (2006), transformational leaders operate through four
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components: idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and
individualized consideration. These elements are particularly effective in educational
settings, where change processes require emotional engagement, creativity, and continu-
ous reflection (Leithwood & Jantzi, 2006).

Recent studies also support the idea that transformational leadership contributes
to school improvement by fostering collaboration and professional development. For
instance, Batool, Jabeen, and Ali (2023) found that among multiple leadership approaches,
transformational leadership was perceived as the most effective for cultivating learning
organization characteristics in schools.

Distributed leadership focuses on shared responsibilities and collective agency. Rather
than concentrating leadership in a single figure, this approach emphasizes collaboration
among teachers, middle leaders, and other stakeholders. Spillane (2006) conceptualizes
leadership as a distributed practice, enacted through the interaction of leaders, follow-
ers, and context. Distributed leadership fosters professional trust, increases ownership of
school goals, and facilitates the development of peer learning communities (Harris, 2008).

Recent findings reinforce its relevance for today’s educational challenges. A sys-
tematic review by Phillips et al. (2023) found that distributed leadership significantly
contributes to the development of innovative educational practices and enhances overall
school effectiveness, particularly in dynamic and diverse school environments.

Both leadership styles align with the systems thinking perspective that underpins the
Learning Schools project. Schools are understood as complex, adaptive systems, where
leadership is both a catalyst for change and a product of collective learning processes
(Senge, 1990; Fullan, 2001). The combination of transformational and distributed leader-
ship allows educational institutions to cultivate a culture of inquiry, shared responsibility,
and innovation. This is particularly significant in contexts of diversity and digital trans-
formation, where leadership must be inclusive, responsive, and future-oriented (OECD,
2016; European Commission, 2017).

Promoting these leadership approaches also supports the broader goals of knowledge
management and organizational learning. Leaders who create conditions for experi-
mentation, dialogue, and reflective practice contribute directly to the sustainability of
learning schools. Ultimately, leadership in this context is not about authority or control
— it is about building capacity, enabling others, and aligning individual growth with
institutional development.

3. UNDERSTANDING THE LEARNING SCHOOLS MODEL: FROM ORGANIZATIONAL ASSESSMENT TO
KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT
3.1. Two Interconnected Cores of School Transformation

The model developed as part of the Learning Schools Project is based on two closely
interlinked and mutually reinforcing core elements: School Assessment Questionnaire,
and The Knowledge Management Wizard.
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These two tools form a systematic and cyclical process in which schools position
themselves along the continuum of learning organizations - according to the model’s
seven dimensions - and then plan, implement, synthesize, and share improvement solu-
tions based on their own results and needs.

e The Learning School Assessment Questionnaire is the starting point -a self-
assessment tool that helps schools identify their strengths and areas for devel-
opment within the seven key dimensions of the model. It promotes reflection,
community engagement, and a strategic vision for learning and innovation.

e The Knowledge Management Wizard builds on the results of the self-assessment
by supporting schools in collecting, applying, and sharing knowledge. It acts as
an internal system for organizational learning and supports the development of
a culture of sustainable growth and the exchange of good practices.

The interaction between the two components ensures a closed loop of improvement,
in which assessment leads to action, and action generates new knowledge that feeds
back into the assessment process. It is precisely this dynamic interconnection that makes
the model a practical tool for transformational leadership in education.

3.2. Learning Schools Assessment Questionnaire: Theoretical Foundations and
Objectives

The Learning Schools Assessment Questionnaire (LSAQ), developed within the
Learning Schools project, is grounded in the theoretical constructs of organizational
learning, systems thinking, and knowledge-sharing cultures. Drawing inspiration from
Peter Senge’s concept of learning organizations (Senge, 1990) and the OECD's frame-
work for improving schools as learning organizations (OECD, 2016), the tool reflects
the understanding that professional learning and evidence-informed collaboration are
central to school development.

The LSAQ has the following objectives:

e Facilitate structured self-reflection and evaluation at both individual and insti-
tutional levels;

e Support strategic planning and continuous improvement;

e Bridge gaps in perception between teaching staff and school leadership;

e Promote a culture of openness, shared responsibility, and professional dialogue.

By integrating knowledge flows, collaborative practices, and leadership engagement,
the questionnaire helps schools assess their current state and take informed steps toward
becoming more adaptive, innovative, and inclusive learning organizations.

The LSAQ is based on seven core dimensions that represent the essential features of
a learning school. It is administered in two versions - one for teachers and one for school
leaders - and uses a four-point Likert scale to capture perceptions of practice across
the seven dimensions. The tool is not designed for external evaluation but for internal
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reflection and dialogue. Schools receive synthesized results that help them identify
strengths and areas for development, which then feed into collaborative planning and
the application of targeted improvement strategies.

LSAQ is structured around seven dimensions that reflect the core components of a
learning school community:

1. School vision and strategy — aligning the values, goals, and shared tasks of all
participants.

2. Support for staff development — providing time, resources, and guidance for
professional improvement.

3. Team-Based Learning and Collaboration — commitment to collegial practices
and cooperative development.

4. Culture of inquiry, innovation, and research — encouraging experimentation
and reflective practice.

5. Knowledge exchange systems — mechanisms for collecting, sharing, and using
institutional knowledge.

6. Learning with and from the external environment — partnerships with other
institutions, parents, and community members.

7. Leading by example and expanding leadership — distributing leadership tasks
and encouraging shared responsibility.

Each dimension is assessed on a four-level maturity scale based on an adapted HILO
(High Impact Learning Organization) model by Bersin (Bersin, 2012):

e Level 1 - Fragmentation: Practices are isolated and individual.

e Level 2 — Awareness: Initiatives emerge and potential is recognized.

Level 3 — Coordination: There are regular practices that are supported.

e Level 4 - Integration: Systematic, sustainable, and established approaches.

These levels represent a dynamic path of development rather than a fixed state.
Schools use self-assessment tools tailored to teachers and leaders to determine their
level of maturity in each area. The goal is not to achieve a certain number of points, but
to encourage critical thinking, strategic planning, and growth.

3.3. Advancing Digital Pedagogical Transformation: A Strategic Extension of the LS
Model

Given the increasing digitalization, the KMS is being expanded with an eighth dimen-
sion: digital pedagogical transformation. This new dimension recognizes the crucial role
of educational technology, data skills, and artificial intelligence in transforming teaching
and learning. (European Commission 2017)

The key elements of this eighth dimension include:

¢ A digital competence framework for teachers aligned with DigCompEdu
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e Use of artificial intelligence tools for formative assessment, personalized learn-
ing, and administrative efficiency

* Integration of digital platforms for collaborative planning, content creation,
and knowledge management

e Ethical awareness and data protection

With this addition, the model will be able to better respond to current and future
challenges and provide schools with a roadmap for digital maturity.

3.4. Knowledge Management Wizard

The Knowledge Wizard represents the second core component of the Learning
Schools model and shapes the closed-loop process of organizational learning. Unlike
the School Assessment Wizard, which evaluates the school as a system, the Knowledge
Wizard focuses on assessing, developing, and sharing the specific knowledge, expertise,
and potential of teachers and pedagogical teams. The wizard follows four sequential
steps, each building upon the previous one (Figure2):

Bulgarian Case from Piloting - Knowledge Management Cycle

2. Knowledge Gathering
(Resources, Training, Development Plans)

3. Knowledge Application 1. Knowledge Assessment
(Pilot Projects, New Methods) (Self-assessment + Leader/External Evaluation)

4. Knowledge Sharing
(Internal Training, Forums, Mentoring
+ Good Practices Library)

Figure 2. Wizard sequential steps.

Note. Own elaboration.
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Knowledge Assessment - Assessing Existing Knowleclge and Expertise

This stage lays the foundation for strategic development, with a focus on both indi-
vidual and collective knowledge within the school.
Key actions:

e Teachers complete three self-assessment questionnaires that measure various
aspects of their professional competence;

e The leadership team evaluates each teacher based on classroom observations
and management data;

e The results provide a knowledge map and identify development needs within
the team.

Knowledge Accumulation and Storage Personal and Organizational Knowledge Planning

Following the assessment, knowledge is structured and stored at both the individual
and school levels.
Key outcomes:

e Apersonal development plan for each teacher based on the assessment results;

e A development plan for the teaching staff as a whole;

*  Models, ideas, and good practices for acquiring new knowledge — including
digital resources, mentoring, micro-content, and more.

Knowledge Application From Concept to Action

This is the phase in which new ideas and skills are tested in practice.
Core components:

e Teachers experiment with new methods in the classroom;

e Micro-initiatives and pedagogical innovations are developed;

* Results are documented and uploaded to the Good Practices Library — an open
space for mutual inspiration and validation of success.

Knowledge Sharing in the Community Sustainable Learning through Connection and
Exchange

The final step reinforces the process through visible and structured knowledge shar-
ing, both within the school and with external partners.
Approaches:

* A catalog of knowledge exchange formats — seminars, open lessons, micro-
trainings, peer observations;

e Thematic forums and professional networks discussing topics related to teach-
ing, leadership, and school development.
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4. FroMm THE THEORY TO PRACTICE: PILOTING IN BULGARIA AND SPAIN

4.1. Piloting in Bulgaria- Practical Recommendations Based on Bulgarian Self-
Assessment Results

The analysis of the seven steps of the self-assessment carried out in Bulgarian schools
showed that most institutions are mainly at level 3 — “Continuous/Empowering”, with
a few showing indicators of maturity approaching level 4 — “Anticipating/Flow” in
areas such as “Vision and Strategy” and “Digital Collaboration”. However, areas such
as “External Partnerships” and “Knowledge Sharing” remain closer to level 2. (Learning
Schools Project. Internal Evaluation Reports and Instruments, 2022).

This distribution shows a need to consolidate internal structures for collaboration
and expand learning beyond the institutional environment. Below are representative
recommendations that emerge from the data, formulated through the lens of the KMS
model and its dimensions. The analysis of the seven self-assessment steps carried out in
five Bulgarian schools during the pilot project revealed critical gaps and opportunities
for development. Below are representative recommendations that emerge from the data,
formulated through the lens of the KMS model and its dimensions (Figure 3):
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Figure 3. Comparison of Average Scores by Step — Learning Schools Model in Bul-
garia.

Note. Own elaboration.
e Dimension 1 (School Vision and Strategy): Findings showed close alignment
between teacher and principal ratings, but teachers generally gave slightly lower

ratings. Recommendation: Ensure that school development strategies are devel-
oped jointly and regularly reviewed through inclusive staff planning meetings.
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e Dimension 2 (Support for Staff Development): A significant difference emerged
in the way leaders and teachers perceive the accessibility and responsiveness
of training opportunities. Recommendation: Develop qualification plans and
mentoring programs for teachers that directly address the identified needs and
challenges in the classroom.

e Dimension 3 (Team-Based Learning and Collaboration): Teachers rated this aspect
lower than managers, especially with regard to support for new teachers. Recom-
mendation: Introduce structured onboarding programs and peer consultation prac-
tices to foster a culture of collaboration and support teachers early in their careers.

e Dimension 4 (Culture of Inquiry and Innovation): Managers expressed greater
confidence in the existence of a culture of innovation than teachers. Recom-
mendation: Create internal innovation labs or focus groups to enable teachers
to experiment, share, and reflect on new pedagogical methods.

* Dimension 5 (Knowledge Sharing Systems): Teachers were less convinced that
best practices and learning outcomes were effectively evaluated and dissemi-
nated. Recommendation: Organise regular events for sharing micro-experiences,
create electronic notice boards and newsletters dedicated to internal pedagogi-
cal practices and inter-institutional exchange.

e Dimension 6 (External Learning and Collaboration): This was one of the areas
with the lowest scores for teachers. Recommendation: Make a list of potential
external partners and plan structured interaction with parents, NGOs, universi-
ties, and employers through project-based learning or jointly organized events.

e Dimension 7 (Leadership Expansion): Both groups showed modest results in this
area, with teachers expressing limited involvement in school decision-making.
Recommendation: Develop leadership pathways for teachers, such as roles in
project coordination or membership in strategic planning teams.

These recommendations, based on empirical feedback from pilot schools, illustrate
how the KMS model supports contextually sensitive school transformation through data-
driven strategies.

4.2. Piloting in Spain - Practical Recommendations Based on Spanish Self-Assess-
ment Results

The analysis of the seven steps of the self-assessment carried out in Spanish schools
showed that most institutions are located in an intermediate stage of development, with
maturity levels ranging from medium-low to medium-high across different dimensions.
Participants included 55 individuals from pilot schools, comprising 20 school leaders and
35 teachers. These findings reflect both strengths and areas in need of further develop-
ment and provide insight into internal alignment and challenges related to leadership,
collaboration, and knowledge management. Below are representative recommendations
formulated through the lens of the KMS model and its dimensions, based on the aggre-
gated data and role-based comparisons (Figure 4).
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Comparasion of Average Scores by Step in Spain - Learning
Schools Model

e — — —= e ——————
1. Vision and 2. Staff 3.Team 4.Inquiry and 5.Knowledge 6. External 7. Leadership
Strategy Support Learning Innovation Sharing Learning Developmet

e Score (Teachers) Score (Principals)

Figure 4. Comparison of Average Scores by Step — Learning Schools Model in Spain.

Note. Own elaboration.

e Dimension 1 School Vision and Strategy): The majority of responses fell between
2 and 3 points on the maturity scale, indicating a medium-low level. Items
related to the alignment of vision and values were particularly weak. Recom-
mendation: Facilitate structured workshops that bring together leadership teams
and teachers to co-construct the school vision and periodically review it through
inclusive planning cycles.

e Dimension 2 (Support for Staff Development): Most items received scores
around 3 points, with item 1 reaching 4 points, suggesting a medium-high
level. However, training accessibility was still unevenly perceived. Recom-
mendation: Promote equitable access to professional development by map-
ping individual learning needs and ensuring time and resources are allocated
fairly among staff.

e Dimension 3 Team-Based Learning and Collaboration): Responses clustered
around 3 points, indicating a medium-high level of maturity. Recommenda-
tion: Strengthen horizontal collaboration by implementing peer mentoring and
teacher-led learning communities focused on specific pedagogical challenges.

e Dimension 4 (Culture of Inquiry and Innovation): Several items reached 4 points
(e.g., experimentation and reflective practices), while others (e.g., feedback
culture) remained at 1-2 points. Overall, this dimension scored medium-high to
high. Recommendation: Encourage open dialogue and structured feedback rou-
tines (e.g., inquiry circles or innovation labs) to ensure that innovation becomes
a shared and visible practice.

e Dimension 5 (Knowledge Sharing Systems): Scores ranged mostly between 2 and
3 points, reflecting a medium-low level of maturity, with weak mechanisms for
documentation and dissemination. Recommendation: Establish digital reposi-
tories and regular “good practice” showcases to promote systematic internal
knowledge circulation and peer learning.

131



TZVETAN TZVETANSKI, ELKA ZLATEVA AND ANA C. ROMEA

e Dimension 6 (External Learning and Collaboration): Mixed results were
observed, with items 2, 5, and 6 scoring 4 points and others around 3. This places
the dimension at a medium-high level. Recommendation: Deepen partnerships
with local communities, universities, and professional networks by scheduling
joint activities and community-involved learning projects.

e Dimension 7 (Leadership Expansion): Scores were consistently around 3 points,
indicating a medium-high level, but with room for increased teacher involve-
ment in leadership roles. Recommendation: Identify and mentor teachers to
take on leadership positions in strategic areas such as innovation coordination,
data analysis, or staff development planning.

These recommendations, derived from empirical feedback gathered through the
Learning Schools assessment instruments, confirm the potential of the KMS model to
support reflective, inclusive, and context-sensitive school transformation in Spain.

5. CONCLUSIONS

By incorporating solid theoretical foundations in both the Assessment Questionnaire
and the Knowledge Wizard, the Learning Schools Model becomes a comprehensive and
scientifically sound framework for the development of the entire school. Based on systems
thinking, transformational and distributed leadership, and knowledge management, the
model enables schools to become adaptive and innovative learning organizations. This
dual-core approach turns assessment into action and knowledge into strategy, ultimately
promoting sustainable change from within.

The piloting phase confirmed that the Learning Schools Model can be effectively
adapted to different educational contexts, each with its own particular challenges.
In Bulgaria, schools showed a clear need to strengthen internal collaboration and to
enhance the integration of innovation practices into their daily routines. In Spain, the
pilot emphasized the relevance of addressing interculturality and fostering inclusive
communication strategies, reflecting the increasingly diverse cultural composition of
school communities. These complementary insights highlight the model’s versatility and
confirm that its core dimensions - centered on knowledge management, leadership, and
collaborative learning - offer a flexible and context-sensitive framework, suitable for both
stable systems and those undergoing rapid social and educational change.

Looking ahead, the further development of the Learning Schools Project can be
enhanced through the integration of Artificial Intelligence (Al) tools within the platform.
Al-powered analytics can support schools in making sense of complex assessment data,
identifying hidden patterns, and offering tailored recommendations for improvement.
Adaptive learning algorithms could personalize professional development pathways for
teachers and leaders, while natural language processing tools could assist in real-time
feedback and reflective dialogue. By embedding Al capabilities into the Assessment
Questionnaire and the Knowledge Wizard, the platform can evolve into an even more
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dynamic and responsive ecosystem, empowering schools to not only sustain change but
to anticipate and lead it. This next phase of development aligns with the model’s foun-
dational emphasis on systems thinking and innovation, ensuring its continued relevance
and impact in diverse and rapidly evolving educational contexts.

6. QUESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND APPLICATION IDEAS

To further support the implementation and scaling of the Learning Schools model,
the following reflection prompts and application strategies, aligned with the project’s
evidence-based findings and reflect recent trends in educational innovation and teacher
development, are proposed.

Reflection questions for school leadership teams, teachers, and stakeholders:

e What does it mean for our school to become a learning organization?

e How do we currently manage, share, and apply knowledge across the school
community?

e Which leadership practices are enabling or limiting collaborative learning and
innovation?

Practical activities that can strengthen teacher development and distributed leader-
ship include:
* Facilitating structured self-assessment sessions using the KMS instruments
e Organizing peer-learning workshops based on needs identified through the
assessment
 Initiating shared leadership projects to foster team collaboration and staff engage-
ment

Digital strategies play a central role in sustaining these efforts. Schools are encour-
aged to:

e Use the KMS platform and maturity-level instruments to track development
over time

e Create collaborative online environments (e.g., discussion forums, resource
repositories) for sharing insights and examples of effective practice

* Integrate Al-supported tools for personalized feedback and self-directed profes-
sional growth

Mini-projects and experiential activities can accelerate cultural change and organi-
zational learning:
e Launch “knowledge sharing weeks” where departments present innovative
practices
e Develop targeted school-based action plans guided by maturity-level results
e Build partnerships with local or international learning communities to promote
mutual learning and innovation
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These strategies can be effectively linked to broader global goals such as advanc-
ing the Sustainable Development Goals (especially SDG 4), reducing the digital divide,
promoting inclusion and diversity, and enhancing teachers’ professional agency. They
also directly respond to key findings from the Learning Schools project, including the
need to build structures for continuous improvement, foster teacher collaboration, and
support bottom-up innovation.

As next steps, schools are encouraged to use the model iteratively, adapting and
refining their practices over time. Sharing progress through national and international
networks is vital. The Learning Schools platform offers an open and evolving collabo-
rative space where schools can connect, exchange, and co-create knowledge toward

sustainable change (https://www.learningschools.eu/).
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1. INTRODUCTION

As early as 2016, Intelligence Unleashed, published by University College London
(UCL) Knowledge Lab, University College London and Pearson, emphasized the need to
consider Artificial Intelligence in Education (AI&ED) as a “lifelong learning companion”
(Luckin, Holmes, Giriffiths, & Forcier, 2016). In the same vein, the Artificial Intelligence
and Life in 2030 report from the One Hundred Year Study on Artificial Intelligence at
Stanford University highlighted the broader societal implications of artificial intelligence
(Al), including its role in shaping the future of education (Stanford University, 2016). Build-
ing on these early reflections, the European Commission’s Digital Education Action Plan
2021-2027 further stressed the importance of integrating Al into educational systems to
support innovation and inclusivity (European Commission, 2020). Likewise, the Council of
Europe’s publication Artificial Intelligence and Education (2022) offered a critical analysis
of AI&ED through the lens of fundamental values such as human rights, democracy, and
the rule of law. Furthermore, international organizations such as UNICEF have also con-
tributed to this debate, with initiatives like Al for Children, which explore how Al systems
can be designed to protect, empower, and support young learners (UNICEF, 2021). Finally,
the recent Guidelines on the ethical use of artificial intelligence and data in teaching and
learning for educators (European Commission, 2026) recognise ethics as a central part of
Al literacy.

Taken together, these reports and initiatives clearly demonstrate that Al in schools is
a topic of significant and growing relevance — not only from a pedagogical perspective
but also regarding the broader impact of Al tools ethics and on students’ cognitive pro-
cesses of learning. In this context, educators are called to adopt an opened and proactive
approach to address the increasing presence of Al among learners.

This chapter presents the findings of the PAIDEIA (Preparing teachers for Al Develop-
ment in Education as an Innovative Asset) project, supported by Erasmus+ Forward looking
(101132955 — PAIDEIA — ERASMUS-EDU-2023-PI-FORWARD). Its main purpose is to
create a curriculum consistent with DigCompEdu, that is the European Framework for
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Digital competences created by Joint Research Centre (2022), in order to provide teachers
with the skills and competences necessary to know, confront and manage the characteristics
and potential of Al in education and in contemporary pedagogy.

A central point guiding the project is how European pedagogical literature, par-
ticularly from the involved countries, has engaged with the topic of Al, and what major
themes and conclusions have emerged from this discourse (Costa et al., 2017, Garcia
etal., 2007, Bicknell et al. 2023, Wells, 2023). Given the growing prominence of Al in
education, the project anticipates that this issue will become increasingly significant in
the coming years.

Another key focus is the analysis of policies implemented by public decision-makers
to support the integration of Al in education and to facilitate effective collaboration
between public and private stakeholders in this domain. This study, coordinated by
the University of Dublin in collaboration with the entire Paideia consortium, offers an
initial analysis that highlights the need for development of Al curricula and education,
and the need to prepare teachers to incorporate Al as an innovative asset. Several key
considerations and implications for curricular development and enactment also emerge
from these policies. This chapter discusses preliminary conclusions and some key issues
emerging from the research.

Some reflective questions of the current situation would be:

1. What is at stake if we do not educate European youth in the ethical and good
use of Al?

2. Are teachers wholly responsible for this transformation in education?

3. What are key international institutions advising that we do in classrooms?

2. ANALYSIS OF PUBLICATIONS AND RELEVANT LITERATURE ON Al IN EDUCATION

One of the first results of the PAIDEIA project is the analysis of publications on Al
in education from 2020 onwards that reveals a significant increase in the number of
studies, particularly in mathematics and science. Publications on linguistics and lan-
guage teaching follow, while those on social studies and humanities remain marginal.
The majority of these publications examine the impact of Al on secondary education,
although there is also considerable interest in primary education and the implications
of Al for reading and writing practices. The project, in developing its curriculum, duly
considers how the use of Al might fundamentally change the teaching of language basics
in early childhood. The fact that the examined publications focus mainly on secondary
education suggests that literature has thus far concentrated on Al as a tool, with concerns
centered on its potential for bias, such as the prevalence of the American culture and a
white, male perspective; non-existent sources, people, and events; offensive responses
(Kannan, 2024). There is still a lack of in-depth reflections that adopt a positive starting
point and evaluate how Al and its applications can support the learning process, espe-
cially in challenging circumstances.
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The discussion surrounding the use of artificial intelligence in education primarily
revolves around its potential to substitute cognitive capabilities of students. The ability
and apparent ease with which artificial intelligence can pose, and answer questions is
undoubtedly a significant cause for alarm. Indeed, a notable part of educational con-
cerns about widespread Al use in teaching centers on students potentially using Al to
easily complete assignments, thereby bypassing cognitive engagement and avoiding
demonstrating their information retention and the communicative structure typical of
problem-solving reasoning.

We do not intend to provide evidence that this concern is unrealistic. It is indeed
prevalent across the scientific community, with ever more tools emerging designed to
analyze texts — even in scientific literature — to verify their authenticity and understand
the extent to which they have been generated using support tools (Adiguzel, Kaya, & Cansu,
2023). The issue is thus highly pertinent and inevitably impacts the educational sector.
However, upon deeper examination, different concerns emerge, and the functionality of
artificial intelligence itself might be considered a secondary cause for concern. This per-
spective stems from recognising that if we accept this challenge, we must acknowledge
that the most significant aspect of Al use in education relates to these new tools” capacity
to rapidly respond to questions, provide information, or solve problems. When utilizing
Al tools, there is a risk that students’ critical thinking may not be adequately challenged,
and potentially, both practical and cognitive abilities could be systematically weakened
by Al-based tools. A frequently cited example involves individuals’ increasing difficulty
navigating cities without digital assistance skills, attributed to the systematic use of Al-
powered navigation apps that eliminate the need for personal orientation abilities (Allen &
Jevons, 2023). In an educational context, this parallels the use of Al systems in, for instance,
translation exercises for classical languages. In classical Greek and Latin studies, translation
exercises require not just grammatical knowledge but also develop logical connections
and cause-effect analysis skills that extend beyond specific linguistic problem-solving. By
relying on Al tools, the linguistic solution becomes significantly easier, but the underlying
logical process — the functional and intellectual foundation — is compromised (Som-
merschield et al., 2023).

The primary concern for educators is to approach these tools appropriately to pre-
vent their systematic use from weakening the cognitive process fundamental to the
intellectual relationship between teacher and student — the concept of Paideia (that is
also and not casually the acronym of the project) that represents the intellectual bond
underlying mutual growth within a well-defined system of shared responsibilities and
objectives related to citizenship education. The initial literature review in the project’s
preliminary phase suggests several reflections that must be considered, not only for the
project’s future — which aims to develop a detailed reference framework for teachers
who will regularly engage with Al systems — but also more broadly regarding Al’s role in
education and the evolving role of teachers and educators in this context. This challenge
is not unprecedented. A similar discussion emerged when the widespread distribution of
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internet information became apparent. As with previous technological transformations,
an effort must be made to develop a positive attitude toward artificial intelligence, one
that clearly analyzes its potential for educational development and how these capabilities
can particularly support students facing personal or contextual challenges who require
additional assistance.

The existing literature, even if it is not yet comprehensively analyzed and is
limited to the countries involved in the project, addresses these issues marginally
and has not yet developed a substantive pedagogical reflection on Al’s supportive
potential for students. Several key themes remain unexplored, though increasingly
specialized literature focusing on Al and educational applications will undoubtedly
address these gaps. One primary theme involves the possibility of applying artifi-
cial intelligence to support educational criticalness and emergencies, especially
in situations where direct teacher intervention is challenging. Al can enable the
implementation of complex tutoring tools that extend learning time and can be
made available to a broader range of students who cannot be adequately supported
during school hours or lack additional support in their domestic environment. The
potential proliferation of virtual tutoring systems and the potential management of
study groups without direct teacher presence -but supported by Al systems- requires
careful pedagogical reflection.

Current literature on educational support outside school hours has not yet adequately
addressed how such a virtual support system should be structured, who should be trained
to provide appropriate content and instructions, and what the system might require to
function effectively without creating additional imbalances (Caprara, 2021; Johnson,
2023). Another significant issue concerns the impact of these systems on narrative struc-
ture, as Bruner highlights (Bruner, 1996).

Cultural reference models naturally adopted by narrators are entirely intersected with
the intrinsic dimensions of each individual and their community. The widespread use
of Al as a communication and interface tool could radically alter narrative relationships
within interconnected societies (Greenfield, Keller, & Fuligni, 1990). This element could
have a significant impact on education, considering that cognitive process management
in every school subject has a strong narrative basis. The educational relationship is more
about communication between subjects — actors in a complex and articulated process
of knowledge experience and intellectual growth — than mere information transmission.
It is crucial to explore the symbolic elements newly rooted in the narrative structure of
new students and teachers whose backgrounds are now “invaded” by Al-based tech-
nology. Neural networks activated serve as a mirror through which a new narrative can
develop — necessarily based on a given, strongly identity-driven cultural context. The
reference to the cultural framework underlying students” and teachers’ cognitive struc-
tures strongly recalls the pedagogical effort required to develop models that resist the
“shock” of artificial intelligence. These models might even utilize these new parameters
to launch a careful and acute reflection on the future of educational culture as experi-
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enced by those undertaking their first school experiences during this period. The issue
pedagogical literature must address is whether traditional pedagogical structures — to
which we are attached, and which educational systems cling to as seemingly immutable
reference points — can withstand the presence of a new cognitive symbology influenced
by recurring generative Al usage.

This is not merely a theoretical philosophical reflection, but a conclusion related
to the philosophy of education with concrete implications on real educational settings.
This reflection suggests that educational thought must be an indispensable reference for
daily educational practitioners and those tasked with structuring educational models
and organizational frameworks, ensuring these approaches do not find themselves con-
stantly catching up with Al and its applications. This analysis leads to examining policy
effectiveness, as studied in the Paideia project.

3. PoLicy FRAMEWORKS AND THE PAIDEIA CURRICULUM

Regarding policies, there is a growing awareness in the examined countries of the
need for guidelines to support the education system in navigating the Al landscape.
Malta introduced guidelines in 2019, while Belgium’s most recent guidelines date back
to 2024 (Donlon, 2024)

National guidelines generally follow international and European trends and can be
considered adapted applications of global frameworks, particularly in terms of national
education organization. All the policies consistently highlight the necessity of equipping
teachers with the skills to enact Al in teaching and learning. Professional learning and
capacity building for educators are recurring themes, and all policies recognize their
importance, together with the ethical and responsible use of Al and the importance of
substantial investments in infrastructure and professional learning, although approaches
to resource allocation and funding vary among the policies (Donlon et. al., 2024). Cur-
riculum integration and the adoption of innovative instructional practices are highlighted
at policy level as essential strategies for preparing students for an Al-driven future.

Given that the studies conducted within the project, including the document pub-
lished by the University of Dublin, are aimed at creating a curriculum to equip teachers
with the competencies necessary to appropriately address the challenge of artificial
intelligence in schools, it is essential that the outcome of this effort includes a robust
methodological foundation. The recent publication of the Paideia curriculum provides
teachers with practical guidance on the proactive and informed use of Al in schools. The
purpose of the curriculum is precisely to provide, beyond any theoretical foundation,
practical elements that allow educators to acquire concrete skills to use in the class-
room daily. Given its everyday nature, the integration of Al in education is envisioned
as becoming an integral part of the structure of daily teaching practice. The Curriculum
is an OPEN access platform and at this address: https://www.paideiaproject.eu/course/

The first framework underlying the curriculum integrates insights from literature and
policy analyses, as well as existing frameworks such as the DigCompEdu Framework
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and the two Al competency frameworks published by UNESCO (Unesco, 2023). The
first framework, designed for teachers, outlines the knowledge, skills, and attitudes nec-
essary to understand Al’s role in education and to ethically and effectively incorporate
Al into teaching practices. The second framework, aimed at school students, specifies
the knowledge, skills, and attitudes they should develop to engage with Al safely and
meaningfully within educational settings and beyond.

The Paideia framework has been seen as an addendum to the existing Frameworks,
and it’s also linked to different types of Al-users (personas) and to the learning goals
of each unit of the curriculum that will be defined. The Units foresee: Orienting and
profiling teacher readiness to use Al, Understanding Al, Using Al responsibly, Teaching
with Al, Guiding students how to learn with Al, Outboarding on teacher readiness to
use Al. These Units can be positioned in the DigCompEdu-Framework as shown in the
following figure:

s pedagogic com
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In the light of this, we can make a relevant observation that concerns the Al focus
necessarily directed toward the formal school system. In this context, education is equated
with schooling in all relevant documents. Nevertheless, this perspective risks being overly
restrictive. The deployment of tools within the infosphere — a concept introduced by
philosopher Luciano Floridi (2017) — introduces a profoundly new dimension to our
understanding of technological development. According to Floridi, we are not simply
designing machines, such as those with autonomous driving capabilities, that enable
us to fully delegate certain skills to Al-controlled networks. Rather, we are actively con-
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structing the very environment in which these machines will operate. Accepting this
paradigm highlights that the outcomes of such interventions are likely to be revolutionary,
producing far-reaching consequences that remain largely unpredictable and beyond our
current capacity for full comprehension.

In this reimagined and re-imaginable world, it is reasonable to expect that the entire
system of informal education will be profoundly influenced by the nature and mecha-
nisms through which new neural networks, underpinning generative Al systems, manage
knowledge and communication at every level. Consequently, it is imperative that reflec-
tions on how Al impacts the realm of knowledge extend to informal learning. It is equally
necessary to strive for a synthesis between school-based cultural interventions and those
pertaining to informal learning, which occur through uncoordinated and unorganized
means. The concerns emerging from the policies analyzed seem to focus on a dimension
we might define as digital. The Italian scholar Gino Roncaglia has suggested framing
digital education as an expression of the digital in schools (Roncaglia, 2020). However,
revisiting his otherwise insightful essay today reveals certain perspectives that must now
be deemed outdated. In the era of generative Al, the digital-analog dichotomy will likely
disappear. Instead, it will be replaced by the broader notion of the infosphere, where
digital education is not merely one of many available elements but becomes a pervasive
cognitive structure that integrates with and overlays all others. It is highly probable that,
in the near future, there will no longer be “non-digital” education. All learning, across
all subjects and levels, will be deeply influenced — if not outright determined — by the
system’s ability to govern tools provided by the infosphere. This is where current policies
seem to lag. Addressing this gap will require a broader perspective on the world we are
entering. It is our hope that the Paideia Project can play its small part in fostering such a
vision. The situation is not unlike that faced by Christopher Columbus, who committed
one of history’s most glaring errors: believing he had arrived in India while “discover-
ing” the New World. Yet, despite this monumental mistake, Columbus opened a new
perspective, enabling the worlds that once existed apart and in ignorance of one another
to interact and seek mutual understanding. As in this historical analogy, such openness
may come with its challenges. For precisely this reason, the world of education must be
fully prepared to confront the challenges that await it.

3.1. Reflective questions
Are our curricula approaching the challenges of the use of Al in our schools?
Are policies behind the new challenges that Al is posing?

4. THe Rote oF Al IN EDUCATION: A BROADER PERSPECTIVE

Artificial intelligence in education, in the most ethically grounded view, does not
insinuate the dominance of Al in the classroom by constituting teachers as obsolete:
we don’t imagine science-fiction scenarios that eliminate the human role in what is
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fundamentally human activity. Rather, Al can become a tool to strengthen and transform
the role of the teacher, intended as the designer and decision maker in terms of making
informed decisions on how Al will be leveraged to offer learning experiences. In this view,
we see Al as a human-centred approach where teachers retain their primary educational
role in managing curriculum and classrooms, and in a broader perspective they have
to (as is often said, but less often put into practice) become conscious protagonists in
the use of new technologies in and outside the classroom, and not suffer them passively
by merely repeating pre-packaged recipes for how to use softwares proposed by the
market from time to time. In the case of AI&ED, the stakes are much higher, the guiding
criterion must first of all be pedagogical, the vision of integration between technology
and didactics broader and more conscious. A lack of knowledge about the nature of
artificial intelligence and the way it works goes hand in hand with an uncritical exalta-
tion or rejection of it.

Of course, the integration of Al into education offers both opportunities and chal-
lenges. On the one hand, Al-powered tools can personalize learning experiences, provide
immediate feedback, and automate routine tasks, freeing up teachers to focus on more
complex and creative aspects of instruction. On the other hand, concerns about data
privacy, algorithmic bias, and the potential for job displacement in the education sector
must be carefully considered. The Paideia project seeks to address these issues by providing
teachers with the knowledge and skills to effectively leverage Al while mitigating its risks.
By fostering a critical and informed approach to Al, the project aims to empower educa-
tors to shape the future of education in a way that benefits both students and teachers.

This foundation must extend beyond the mere ability to use tools. From the actions
developed thus far, a clear picture emerges: the strategic training of teachers to prepare
them for future competencies, enabling them to engage effectively with Al and prepare
their students for cognitive development and multidisciplinary knowledge acquisition in a
complex and evolving environment shaped by Al systems, must necessarily rest on a strong
pedagogical basis. This is because such tools could not only transform the cognitive envi-
ronment in which students’ learning activities occur but could also shape a new generation
of teachers who themselves will have extensively used these tools during their training.

The “miracle” of artificial intelligence is to produce without intelligence contents
that humans produce and evaluate with intelligence. In this intersection between the
intelligence of a machine that cannot understand the meaning of what it produces, and
the human intelligence that interprets and uses it, stands the basis of any educative
process that incorporates Al.

As pointed out above, teachers need to be central agents in the next phase of Al in
education. In one sense this is obvious — it is teachers who will be the orchestrators of
when, and how, to use Al tools. In turn, the Al tools, and the data driven insights that
these tools provide, can empower teachers to decide how best to marshal the various
resources at their disposal. Often, during past IT innovations, teachers have undergone
the IT evolution. This happened also during the pandemic period when teaching sud-

144



PERSPECTIVES ON GENERATIVE Al IN EDUCATION AND THE POTENTIAL IMPACT OF NATIONAL...

denly shifted on-line. It’s true that teaching has always been a complex job (Grossman,
P.; 2020) and teaching online even more so. But to avoid the disconnectedness between
teachers and students experienced during the pandemic period, teachers are now chal-
lenged to be equipped with relevant competencies that are key predictors for the Al to
be supportive in their teaching work. This is because Al in education should prompt us
to reflect, not simply to react. The effects of Al on education are still not entirely clear
and depend largely on factors outside the educational system, but it is critical for schools
to prepare for and adapt to these developments. This requires a mindset shift as well as
the development of new skill sets for teachers and educators.

For them, how to skillfully apply Al in teaching and improve their Al literacy has
become a necessary goal for their sustainable professional development. Furthermore,
preparing teachers’ education to employ intelligent technologies effectively and efficiently
in education and training systems has become a persistent issue in the framework of
the overall promotion of digital literacy and in the support of high quality and inclusive
digital education, in line with the EC Digital Education Action Plan 2021-2027.

As can be seen, the issues involved in designing a curriculum are complex, and it is
unlikely that every doubt raised by the future development of a detailed teacher training
strategy will be resolved easily or comprehensively. One immediately significant aspect,
however, is the need to rethink the educational model to offer a strategy that emphasizes
multidisciplinary contributions. In many educational contexts considered by the Paideia
Project, there remains a strong subject-based division in the organization of teaching.
This division often constrains and limits students’ opportunities to learn in interconnected
environments. Multidisciplinary approaches could be significantly encouraged through
the use of Al-based tools, making it crucial to seize all the opportunities offered by tech-
nological advancements. It is evident that each of these themes, only briefly mentioned
here for reasons of space, opens up vast areas for discussion and highlights the need for
further research in many directions. These avenues, as reiterated multiple times, go far
beyond the mere technological or instrumental application of Al developments. Con-
sider, for example, another crucial aspect: those who are accustomed to interacting with
today’s most prominent systems — such as OpenAl, Claude, or Gemini. For those that
are not familiar with the Generative Al tools we suggest googling the above mentioned
instruments and start using and exploring them, posing question and researching infor-
mation — know that engaging with these systems is far from straightforward. For the
system to produce satisfactory and comprehensive outputs, prompts must be refined and
thoughtfully designed, not randomly conceived. This highlights an initial critical point:
teachers must possess a cognitive interface sophisticated enough to interact effectively
with these tools. Moreover, it underscores the importance of guiding students in under-
standing how to craft prompts that yield accurate, satisfying, and complete responses
from this new “crystal ball.” If there must be a form of tutoring between the “crystal ball”
and the student to ensure the appropriate and proactive use of these tools, it becomes
clear that the emerging educational landscape demands “smart teachers.” However, we
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believe that to fulfill this role effectively, teachers must be more than merely adept at
using tools like OpenAl. They must become good and well trained pedagogists — well-
prepared to navigate the new cognitive forest of symbols, where identity narratives are
redefined, enriched, and often reversed. These developments present difficult yet com-
pelling challenges for those willing to embrace them.

4.1. Reflective questions

What are the main challenges that teachers/educators face when teaching how to
use Al in their classrooms?
How can teachers contribute to the use of Al promoting critical thinking competence?

5. CONCLUSION

As Al continues to evolve, it is imperative that educators remain at the forefront of
this technological revolution. By understanding the potential of Al and its limitations,
teachers can harness its power to create innovative and engaging learning experiences.
The Paideia project represents a significant step towards realizing this vision and ensuring
that Al is used to enhance, rather than undermine, the quality of education. The observa-
tions we have sought to present, derived from the analyses an initial series of analyses
based on documents and literature, remain incomplete and require further evaluation and
in-depth study. Nonetheless, they already provide some useful insights for encouraging
stakeholders to focus their attention on this critical issue. A critical discussion on the
use of Al in education is indeed urgent. Current evaluations by policymakers appear to
lack maturity, particularly regarding the foreseeable impacts not only on existing edu-
cational systems but also, more broadly, on students’ cognitive development. To date,
most studies, reflections, and even policy documents have primarily adopted a preven-
tive approach. That is, they have expressed concern about deploying tools capable of
mitigating the risks associated with the widespread adoption of Al-based learning and
information management systems. Certainly, the ethical implications of new approaches
to data management and student profiling, as well as the associated risks to citizens’
privacy, should not be underestimated. These concerns are undoubtedly significant and
warrant further exploration.

However, the analyses conducted as part of the Paideia project suggest that stake-
holders must adopt a broader perspective. It is essential to address such transformative
changes comprehensively, capturing all their critical dimensions while maintaining par-
ticular attention to the risks they may pose to all actors within the educational system.
Viewing Al and its applications merely as potential threats to students’ cognitive processes
will prove overly narrow and limiting for both the education system and the cognitive
engagement of students and teachers alike. The educational system has already faced
significant challenges in adapting to rapid technological changes, such as the widespread
adoption of internet-based information and communication systems. As many authors
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suggest, the anticipated impact of Al will be even more profound. The integration of
Al-based systems into daily life is expected to surpass that of the internet, as these tech-
nologies are already deeply embedded in our everyday activities. Scientific reflection,
particularly within contemporary pedagogy, must increasingly consider the pervasive
presence of Al-based tools in cultural, social, and, imminently, creative exchanges.
Pedagogy must examine, more critically than ever, how this new reality transforms the
learning environment for every student and, consequently, demands a shift in roles and
attitudes from every educator. Failure to engage with these transformations risks leaving
educational systems unprepared for the profound shifts Al is likely to bring, not only in
how knowledge is transmitted but also in how students and teachers interact within the
broader learning ecosystem.

This corroborates the Paideia objectives and the need for an Al curriculum to help
teachers to plan, self-assess, and reflect on the use of Al in education, while empowering
the evolution of the teacher’s role and supporting pedagogical professional development so
as to foster skills and capabilities that would be central to any educator’s role as catalyst in
the pervasive use of Al for designing, orchestrating, and sequencing teaching and learning.
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1. INTRODUCTION
1.1.  Contextualisation

A globalised world with ever-growing migratory flows means health systems face the
challenge of serving populations of ever-greater cultural diversity (Anand & Lahiri, 2009;
Kalengayi et al., 2012; De Coninck et al., 2018; Vandecasteele et al., 2024). Healthcare
professionals deal with patients from a wide variety of ethnic, linguistic, and cultural
backgrounds, and the phenomenon can affect the quality of care, as it may lead to
language barriers and cultural differences in health perceptions. According to the 2024
report by the International Organization for Migration (IOM), there were approximately
281 million international migrants in 2024, representing 3.6% of the total population.
The data shows that migratory movements have grown over the last 30 years, with 128
million more international migrants in 2020 than in 1990 and three times more than in
1970 (IOM n.d.). The IOM defines migration as “The movement of persons away from
their place of usual residence, either across an international border or within a State” 2.
The reasons for migration may vary, but they all affect migrants, both physically and
psychologically (Cruz-Riveros et al. 2022). In addition to such migratory movements are
international tourists, who, according to the World Tourism Organization’s barometer
numbered 1.4 billion overnight visitors worldwide, representing an 11% increase in
2024 (UNWTO, 2024). The presence of people from different backgrounds in the same
territory poses a series of challenges for all sectors of public services, including health
services, where healthcare providers and patients of different backgrounds need to
understand one another to ensure quality care (Schouten et al., 2020). The situation has
given rise to the proliferation of training programs in many countries for the develop-

2 Glossary on Migration, International Migration Law Series, International Organization for Migration
2022, p. 137.
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ment of cultural and intercultural competences, as a key strategy to improve quality and
reduce health inequalities between different population groups (Fleckman et al., 2015;
Valdez-Ferndndez, 2019). Moreover, international organisations such as the World Health
Organization (WHO) promote the adoption of an intercultural approach in healthcare
policies and practices, in order to ensure the right to health of all people, regardless of
the culture they come from (Cruz-Riveros et al., 2022).

1.2. Interculturality and health

The term “interculturality” in the healthcare field refers to the respectful and effective
interaction between different worldviews and to health practices that promote coexist-
ence. Cruz-Riveros et al. (2022) define interculturality in the context in question as:

a form of coexistence between people, groups, and institutions with diverse characteristics
and cultural positions, characterized by coexisting and relating in an open, horizontal,
inclusive, respectful, and synergistic manner in a shared context, which support health
practices that consider the intercultural approach based on four basic principles: recogni-
tion of diversity, respect for differences, equitable relationships, and mutual enrichment.
(2022, Introduction, para. 6)

Mignone et al. (2007) also affirm that these are care practices that build bridges
between Western medicine and traditional indigenous medicine'®, considering them
complementary, under the premises of mutual respect, equitable recognition of knowl-
edge, willingness to interact, and flexibility for change as a result of such exchange.

In short, interculturality in healthcare involves adapting treatment to the patient’s
culture, not prioritising some practices over others, ensuring that the patient’s beliefs and
values are considered during the care process (Cruz-Riveros et al., 2022; Pesantes et al.,
2025). Indeed, intercultural health policies are based on the right of Indigenous peoples
and cultural minorities to receive respectful health services that recognise the validity of
their knowledge and practices, challenging the historically subordinate position of these
cultures within the dominant health system (Pesantes et al., 2025).

Thus, ensuring that health systems are sensitive to cultural diversity not only responds
to an ethical and human rights imperative, but also translates into better clinical and
relational outcomes (Anand & Lahiri, 2009; Health Research & Educational Trust, 2013).
Consequently, interculturality becomes a fundamental component for quality and equity
in healthcare services in the current global context and contributes to reducing dispari-
ties between groups and moving towards a more equitable system (Cruz-Riveros et al.,
2022;: Huish et al., 2023).

3 Although this definition arises with Indigenous peoples in the Latin American context, the concept
has been broadened to encompass the relationship between any health system and patients’ cultures.
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2. INTERCULTURAL COMMUNICATION IN HEALTHCARE

Effective communication between healthcare professionals and patients is one of the
essential requirements in ensuring quality and equity in the access and use of healthcare
services. In fact, as various studies show (Vermeir, 2015; Tiwary et al., 2019; Lazris et al.,
2021, among others), ineffectiveness in this regard can lead to serious consequences,
such as the inefficient use of resources, diagnostic errors or misunderstanding, and poor
treatment adherence. The likelihood of communication problems increases for patients
who do not share a socio-cultural background with the professionals treating them, for
the reasons we analyse below.

2.1. Barriers hindering healthcare

There are several types of barriers that bring about inequalities in the access and
use of healthcare services and that exclude certain population groups. These include
discriminatory barriers (which prevent equal access to healthcare due to an inability to
prove residency or meet requirements, or other bureaucratic problems); physical barriers
(related to accessibility difficulties from both a geographical perspective and in terms of
adapting to the needs of patients with disabilities); economic barriers (related to inequali-
ties caused by the economic capacity of individuals or families); informational barriers;
and cultural barriers (Médicos del Mundo, 2022). In light of the topics addressed in this
chapter and the subjects referred to, we focus on the latter two types.

Informational barriers are divided into, on the one hand, a lack of adequate and
understandable information that allows one to know how to access and use healthcare
services and, on the other, language barriers, which arise when healthcare profession-
als and the patients they serve do not share a common language. The importance of
effective communication, despite language barriers, is clearly illustrated in the following
reflection, taken from the ForHealth Consulting portal at UMass Chan Medical School:

Imagine you were learning how to use a parachute, but your instructor spoke a different
language. Since there isn’t any room for error, you probably would choose to have clear
instructions given in a language you understand.

The same is true for healthcare services. If you were dealing with a severe illness, you
would want your diagnosis fully explained in a language you understand, along with details
on how to follow the prescribed treatment to ensure your full and safe recovery. (Morris 2020)

Such language barriers cause misunderstandings, reduce satisfaction for all con-
cerned, and negatively affect the quality of healthcare services provided, which may in
turn affect patient safety (Al Shamsi et al., 2020).

Cultural barriers arise from differences in how we understand the health-illness
process or, in other words, from the different ways we describe and diagnose, cure or
prevent illness, and preserve or promote health.

A large proportion, though not all, of these cultural differences are due to the con-
trast between the precepts of traditional medicine and scientific medicine, also known
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as modern medicine, and the prevalence of the latter as the hegemonic model in most
health systems. Traditional medicine includes beliefs and practices based on observa-
tion and experience which is transmitted verbally from one generation to the next. As
defined by the World Health Organization (n.d.), this medicine “emphasises nature-based
remedies and holistic, personalised approaches to restore balance of mind, body and
environment”. In contrast, scientific medicine is grounded in the formal education of
healthcare professionals, adopts a biological view of disease, and bases the technologies
and treatments used to cure it on scientific evidence.

Adding to that contrast is healthcare professionals’ lack of training and education,
and their resulting lack of awareness of the cultural, which leads to misunderstandings
and disagreements between these professionals and some patients.

CASE STUDY
Labour pains

Read the following case study, taken and adapted from Galanti 2008: 151, and then
reflect on the questions posed:

Miguela Coronel, a Filipino woman, was delivering her baby. Her contractions were
very strong and closely spaced. The baby was positioned a little too high, and there was
some discussion of a possible caesarean section. Despite her difficulties, she cooperated
with the doctor’s instructions and laboured in silence. The only signs of pain or discomfort
were her look of concentration and her white knuckles.

Doris Davis, a Mexican woman, lay in the delivery room across the hall, moaning and
groaning. Although the delivery was progressing normally, her cries increased in intensity.
Finally, her terrifying yells resounded through the halls. The hospital personnel compared
the behaviour of the two women and ‘naturally’ rated Mrs. Davi’s unfavourably. Why was
she acting like such a baby? Why couldn’t she control herself as Mrs. Coronel did?

Reflective questions:

e What differences can be observed in the attitude of these two women during
childbirth?

e What could be the reason for these differences?

e How might the observed cultural differences influence the attitudes of the health-
care professionals taking care of these two women?

Cultural barriers may also include stereotypes and cultural prejudices on both
sides (healthcare professionals and socio-culturally diverse patients), as they constitute
one of the main obstacles to intercultural healthcare. On the one hand, we find the
stereotypes and biases of the patients themselves, who come to an appointment with
their own ideas and perceptions about who is a “good professional” and what consti-
tutes “proper care”. This is not only related to the patient’s origin, but, in the case of
patients from a different socio-cultural background than the healthcare professional,
it may involve ideas and perceptions related to that origin. Such preconceptions may
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influence their communicative behaviour and their trust in the system. Thus, some
patients prefer to be treated by healthcare personnel who speak their language, come
from their culture, or share their gender, since they believe that, otherwise, the profes-
sional “won’t understand” or respect their values and practices. Similarly, there may
be situations where the patient hides information, for example, symptoms or the use
of traditional medicines, for fear of being misinterpreted or stigmatised, which makes
shared decision-making difficult and can lead to erroneous diagnoses or treatment
(Degrie et al., 2017; Lauwers et al., 2024).

On the other hand, “if a provider is ethnocentric, his or her interactions, diagno-
sis, and treatment will be skewed by his or her biases” (Anand & Lahiri, 2009: 390).
When a professional perceives a patient in a clinical setting as “other” (othering), the
risk of generalisations based on ethnic or cultural origin emerges, which may give
rise to attitudes — conscious or not — of superiority, exclusion or distrust, negatively
influencing any therapeutic relationship (Degrie et al., 2017; Schouten et al., 2023;
Lauwers et al., 2024).

Several studies — mainly in the United States — have observed that some healthcare
professionals tend to perceive minority patients as less intelligent, less likeable, or less
adherent to treatment than patients from the majority group. Such prejudices, although
not always given voice, negatively influence intercultural communication and may
result in lower quality care, for example, by offering less information, less time, or fewer
opportunities for patient participation (Blair et al., 2013; Hall et al., 2015; Drewniak et
al., 2017; FitzGerald & Hurst, 2017; Schouten et al., 2023). Asymmetries in the distri-
bution of speaking time have also been described in consultations where the patient
comes from a different cultural background than the healthcare professional, which lead
to worse subsequent adherence, illustrating how bias translates into less participatory
communication processes (Hagiwara et al., 2013). That pattern not only affects the per-
ceived quality of healthcare, but also contributes to inequity in outcomes, when certain
patients receive less examination, explanation, or support in decision-making (Hall et
al., 2015; Schouten et al., 2023).

Such stereotypes and prejudices can be perpetuated when communication fails, as
patients participate less and worse outcomes appear to “confirm” pre-existing prejudices
(the patient “does not comply”, “does not understand”), which perpetuates the “vicious
circle” (Hall et al., 2015; Detollenaere et al., 2018). In contrast, intercultural traits and
skills of healthcare personnel, such as empathy and cultural intelligence, are associated
with better clinical assessments and more effective communication, regardless of the
patient’s origin (Vandecasteele et al., 2024).

Thus, stereotypes and prejudices, be they attitudinal or structural, can undermine
trust, reduce patient participation, and exacerbate inequalities. Combating them requires
professional self-reflection, effective communication aids, and organizational changes
that institutionalise interculturality as a quality standard, not as an exceptional “favour”
(Schouten et al., 2023; Lauwers et al., 2024).
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2.2. Strategies to ensure intercultural communication in healthcare settings

In order to eliminate or, at least, minimise any linguistic and cultural barriers
described in the previous paragraphs, health systems should introduce a series of changes.

Numerous studies (Li et al., 2017; Heath et al., 2023; van Lent et al., 2025, among
others) have demonstrated that the best way to remove informational barriers in general,
and language barriers in particular, is to resort to professional interpreters to facili-
tate communication between healthcare professionals and allophone patients. These
interpreters should have certain knowledge, skills and abilities that enable them to
perform their duties effectively, despite the economic costs that hiring such interpret-
ers entails (Brandl et al., 2019). Likewise, they should enjoy professional recognition
from the institutions that hire them to guarantee fair working conditions (Mikkelson,
2004). However, on numerous occasions and for different reasons, such as the lack of
availability of interpreters or the personal preferences of patients or healthcare profes-
sionals (Schouten et al., 2020), other strategies are used, such as the use of automatic
translation applications, the use of gestures and facial expressions (as if non-verbal
language were universal), or the use of (supposedly) bilingual healthcare profession-
als or ad hoc interpreters (family members or friends of the patients themselves with
knowledge of the language of the host society), with the disastrous consequences that
the use of such strategies can bring about (Flores et al., 2012; Paradise et al., 2019;
Lauridsen et al., 2024).

VIDEO VIEWING

After watching this video Speechless (http:/bit.ly/3KovreU), reflect on the following

questions:

e What patient rights are being violated because of the patient’s child acting as
the interpreter?

e Isthe child prepared (both regarding his competences and his maturity) to inter-
pret in healthcare settings?

e What consequences could arise from resorting to an ad hoc interpretation?

e What should the healthcare professionals do if they are aware of these conse-

quences?

Considering the potential negative consequences of resorting to the above strategies
to overcome language barriers, the professionalisation of healthcare interpreting should
be championed, and healthcare professionals should be trained to work cooperatively
with interpreters and be able to “adequately attend to the interactional complexity of
interpreter-mediated communication and the pitfalls that might arise from inferencing,
understanding and rendering one’s utterances into another language by a third partici-
pant” (Schouten et al., 2020: 2605).

Regarding cultural barriers, and more specifically, the preponderance of so-called
scientific medicine, it is worth remembering that the World Health Organization recog-
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nises both scientific and traditional medicines as appropriate approaches and emphasises
the potential for their integration. Indeed, it highlights the benefits of traditional medicine,
provided it is implemented effectively, appropriately, and safely (WHO, n.d.).

Health systems should therefore integrate the two approaches, and healthcare
professionals should be provided with the necessary skills to understand and, as far as
possible, adapt their actions to respect cultural differences related to the health-illness
process, thus becoming “culturally competent and compassionate care providers” (Papa-
dopoulos et al., 2016: 9).

3. INTERCULTURAL COMPETENCE OF HEALTHCARE PROFESSIONALS

As considered above, intercultural competence is essential in addressing the challenge
of eliminating health inequalities (Cruz-Riveros et al., 2022; Vandecasteele et al., 2024). If
quality healthcare is to be offered in diverse contexts, it s critical that healthcare personnel be
culturally competent, that is, capable of understanding and respecting their patients’ cultural
perspectives and adjusting healthcare accordingly (Anand & Lahiri, 2009; Ozkan & Adana,
2023). Patients must understand the options available to them and the consequences deriving
from the choices they ultimately make. The decisions they make will be influenced not only
by their own experience but also by their culture (Anand & Lahiri, 2009).

The intercultural competence of health professionals allows healthcare to be deliv-
ered in an effective, understandable, and respectful manner, taking the cultural beliefs
and values of the patient into consideration, and in a way that is compatible with their
cultural practices and linguistic needs (Anand & Lahiri, 2009; Betancourt et al., 2003;
Lauwers et al., 2024). Campinha-Bacote (2002) sees the development of this competence
as a process, not something which occurs sporadically, in which the aim is not only for
the patient to perceive the professional’s cultural awareness, but also for this to manifest
as healthcare that, in addition to understanding the patient’s needs, responds to them
(Campinha-Bacote, 2002; Anand & Lahiri, 2009).

Intercultural competence includes 5 constructs, according to the Campinha-Bacote
model (2002):

e Cultural awareness: which comprises attitudes such as open-mindedness, sensi-

tivity and respect towards other cultures, which, in turn, makes the professional
aware of his or her own prejudices and biases, so as to prevent them from
affecting the healthcare provided (Vandecasteele et al., 2024).
The necessary attitudes include cultural empathy, understood as the ability
to put oneself in the place of patients of different origins and to understand
their concerns from their own cultural framework (Lauwers et al., 2024). Other
important personal qualities are tolerance for ambiguity (accepting differences
without frustration), flexibility to adapt one’s behaviour, and an attitude of
ongoing learning (being curious about the patient’s context). All of this, from an
attitude of respect that allows the patient to feel valued and appreciated, above
and beyond their differences (Clegg 2003; Lauwers et al. 2024).
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e Cultural knowledge: refers to specific knowledge about the different cultures
with which the health professional interacts in real life: for example, under-
standing common beliefs about health/illness in certain groups, their self-care
practices, or the role of the family and community in health decisions (Marrero
Gonzalez, 2013).

e Cultural skills (communicative, clinical, and adaptive): related to the ability
to establish an empathic therapeutic relationship with patients from diverse
backgrounds, adapt medical explanations to the patient’s cultural framework,
negotiate culturally-acceptable treatment plans, and appropriately manage
communication through interpreters, when necessary (Schouten et al., 2023;
Lauwers et al., 2024).

e Cultural encounters: defined as the interaction with people from diverse cul-
tures with the purpose of understanding them better and, thus, be able to offer
respectful healthcare tailored to their needs (Anand & Lahiri, 2009).

e Cultural desire: understood as healthcare professionals’ motivation to become
culturally competent. It goes beyond institutionally or situationally imposed
norms; it's about motivating healthcare professionals so that all of the above
constructs are more easily taken on board.

Despite the conceptual clarity about what intercultural competence entails (Cruz-
Riveros et al., 2022), significant challenges remain for its effective implementation in
health systems (Campinha-Bacote, 2002; Cruz-Riveros et al., 2022; Schouten et al., 2023).

Firstly, not all healthcare professionals receive sufficient training in this area (Cruz-
Riveros et al., 2022). In fact, although, as Vandecasteele et al. (2024:7) point out, “Targeted
training programs, practical interventions and continuous education initiatives, focusing
on ethnocultural empathy, can improve GPs’ understanding and appreciation of cultural
differences, resulting in more effective clinical assessments with patients from diverse
ethnic backgrounds”, and that over recent decades there have been attempts to incorpo-
rate intercultural communication into health science courses, the depth and quality of
this training varies widely between institutions and countries (Cruz-Riveros et al., 2022;
Schouten et al., 2023). Many healthcare professionals say that they have never received
formal training that includes aspects related to caring for patients from other cultures
and that they have learned “on the fly”, in practice (Cruz-Riveros et al., 2022; Schouten
et al., 2023). This brings about uncertainty and misunderstandings during clinical care
(Govere & Govere, 2016; Cruz-Riveros et al., 2022).

Even if some healthcare professionals do receive training for the development of
cultural competence, the evidence concerning its effectiveness is not entirely conclusive,
since although systematic reviews of the literature do show improvements in knowledge
and attitudes, translating these changes into stable clinical behaviours and health out-
comes requires more than isolated interventions (Beach et al., 2005; Renzaho et al., 2013;
Govere & Govere, 2016). In fact, it is also important to remember that isolated training,
if delivered inadequately, can have consequences contrary to those intended, as it can
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induce anxiety or guilt in professionals, which may lead them to avoid the matter alto-
gether (Schouten et al., 2023). It is therefore recommended that intercultural training be
developed in a sustained, practical and reflective manner, rather than through occasional
theoretical sessions (Schouten et al., 2023; Vandecasteele et al., 2024). Moreover, if the
training is not accompanied by organizational support, it may reinforce stereotypes or
fall short when not integrated into system changes with adequate resources and structure
(Saha et al., 2008; Schouten et al., 2023).

In practice, many healthcare professionals report a lack of incentives and support
to provide culturally-competent healthcare. The challenges and difficulties they come
across include a lack of consultation time, little recognition for professionals who work
with diverse populations, a shortage of multilingual materials, administrative difficulties in
gaining access to interpreters, and a lack of clarity in clinical guidelines on how to adapt
procedures to different realities (Health Research & Educational Trust, 2013; Degrie et
al., 2017; Schouten et al., 2020; Schouten et al., 2023; Lauwers et al., 2024). This lack of
institutional support means that many professionals, even with the best intentions, do not
know how to implement intercultural care measures or lack the means to do so. A doctor
may for example want to provide written information in the patient’s language, but if their
hospital does not have translated brochures or a budget for translations, that intention
comes to nothing. Similarly, care load and time constraints make it difficult for staff to
dedicate the additional effort that culturally sensitive care sometimes requires without
structural changes (Health Research & Educational Trust, 2013; Schouten et al., 2020).

This lack of institutional support may mean that some initiatives in favour of inter-
culturality end up being superficial and not leading to significant changes for patients,
or even having the opposite effect to that desired (Pesantes et al., 2025). Interculturality
cannot be imposed; rather, it requires investment in training healthcare professionals,
changing attitudes, and providing resources to institutions so that it is fully integrated
into healthcare practices (Mignone et al., 2007; Pesantes et al., 2025).

Despite such difficulties, the evidence is clearly in favour of fostering develop-
ment of intercultural competence, and the benefits of such development are reflected
in numerous aspects. There are multiple benefits for patients. Culturally sensitive care
improves patient satisfaction, as patients feel listened to, respected, and their values
understood, which strengthens therapeutic relationships (Clegg, 2003; Health Research
& Educational Trust, 2013; Govere & Govere, 2016; Lauwers et al., 2024). That respect
increases trust in the professional and in the system, which in turn leads to better adher-
ence to treatments and active patient participation in self-care (Betancourt et al., 2003;
Anand & Lahiri, 2009; Health Research & Educational Trust, 2013). Conversely, when
healthcare is not culturally and linguistically adapted, misunderstandings and clinical
errors may arise (Anand & Lahiri, 2009; Schouten et al., 2020; Schouten et al., 2023;
Lauwers et al., 2024).

There are also benefits for healthcare professionals and organisations. An intercul-
turally-competent work environment helps reduce frustration and conflicts stemming
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from cultural misunderstandings, improves the effectiveness of clinical interaction, and
the quality of both assessment and decision-making (Campinha-Bacote, 2002; Vande-
casteele et al., 2024). Ultimately, institutions committed to culturally-sensitive healthcare
demonstrate greater respect and foster mutual understanding between healthcare pro-
fessionals and patients, as well as increased service take-up by previously marginalised
communities, thanks to the trust established (Health Research & Educational Trust, 2013;
Degrie et al., 2017; Lauwers et al., 2024).

CASE STUDY
Stereotypes

Read the following case study, taken and adapted from Galanti, 2008: 12,
and then reflect on the questions posed:

Lamar Johnson is a thirty-three-year-old African patient who had been deemed a “fre-
quent flyer”(a term used to describe those who keep coming to the hospital for the same
reason, often assumed to be drug seekers) by the nurses and doctors in the emergency
department.

Each time he went to the hospital he complained of extreme headaches and he was
given pain killers and was sent home. On the last admission, he was admitted to the ICU.
There was a new nurse who did not know him, and she asked her colleagues about this
patient. She was told that he was considered a frequent flyer” and that “he had nothing else
better to do and that he was looking for drugs. Furthermore, he spoke some basic English.
He was never assisted by an interpreter.

Although the new nurse had the impression that there was something else, his tattoos
and demeanor made her go with what everyone else was saying and not asking additional
information.

Mr. Johnson died while he was in the hospital. It turned out that he had a rare form of
meningitis and truly was suffering from severe headaches.

Reflective questions:

e Do you think his origin affected the way he was treated in hospital?
What are the consequences of stereotyping the patient?

e Do you think that the doubts about drug seeking could have been clarified so
he could have been asked about drug consumption?

4. CONCLUSIONS

This paper has strived to analyse the factors and barriers that prevent effective
intercultural communication in the healthcare field, which ensures equal, high-quality
healthcare for socio-culturally diverse patients.

Changes need to be made at three different levels (personal, interpersonal and organi-
zational) to eliminate such barriers and reduce the impact of stereotypes, prejudices, and
biases in healthcare. At the personal level, it is essential for healthcare professionals to
develop their intercultural competence and to be able to emphasise individualisation. In
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other words, they must view the patient as an individual with his/her own perspectives
and expectations regarding the health-illness process and reconsider their explanatory
model before assuming group traits. They must also be able to recognise and manage
implicit biases (Hall et al. ,2015; FitzGerald & Hurst, 2017; Schouten et al., 2023). As
several studies (Betancourt et al., 2003; Anand & Lahiri, 2009; Health Research & Edu-
cational Trust, 2013) have shown, the intercultural competence of healthcare personnel
improves adherence to treatment (which has an impact on patient health) and enhances
the patient-professional relationship.

At the interpersonal level, person-centred communication is crucial, and must be
characterised by active listening, checking for understanding and shared agreements
(Degrie et al., 2017; Schouten et al., 2023). It is also clear that communication between
healthcare professionals and patients of different origins will only be effective if linguistic
and cultural barriers are eliminated. To this end, not only is it necessary to consider and
respect patients’ cultural norms but also to use interpreters, who can facilitate communi-
cation and allow for mutual understanding. In this regard, the use of ad hoc interpreters
should be avoided, given that, as the literature suggests (Flores et al., 2012; Hancox et
al., 2023; Lauridsen et al., 2024), their intervention can lead to communication errors
and, consequently, cause diagnostic failures, misunderstanding or lack of adherence to
treatments, as well as other negative clinical consequences. As Rajpoot et al. point out,
“it is always better to use professional interpreters to avoid bias, provide appropriate
interpretation, and minimise the risk of misunderstanding” (2020: 2). The use of qualified
interpreters increases patient engagement and safety and ultimately improves healthcare
(Lim et al., 2022).

In summary,

To enhance intercultural health communication and care for migrant and ethnic minor-
ity patients both the language and cultural barrier should be addressed simultaneously, by

using a combination of communication strategies, depending on the specific purposes one
strives to achieve in a certain healthcare situation. (Schouten et al. 2020: 2607)

Finally, at the organizational level, policies and resources are required to mean that
“the right thing” to do is also the easy thing to do: protocols for interpreters, multilingual
materials, adjusted consultation times, equity indicators and feedback from patients from
minority groups, as well as offering continuing training for healthcare professionals based
on competencies and evidence (Schouten et al., 2023; Lauwers et al., 2024).

In conclusion, we should work to adopt an intercultural approach to health, which
leads to “conocer y reconocer las diferencias culturales, construyendo asi dialogos,
intercambios y negociaciones que permitan incorporar las concepciones, los saberes y
las practicas medicinales” (Stivanello, 2015: 1) of socio-culturally diverse patients into
the health systems that care for them. Interculturality in the health context should not
be seen as an obstacle, but as an opportunity for mutual enrichment and a means to
guarantee equitable, effective and respectful care, which considers the patient to be an
integral being with a unique cultural perspective.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Migration is a global phenomenon: in 2020, international migrants were estimated
to be 3.6% of the global population (McAuliffe & Oucho, 2024). Many international
migration routes are unsafe: the International Organization for Migration registered
more than 63,000 deaths and disappearances during migration between 2014 and
2023 (McAuliffe & Oucho, 2024: 32). At the end of 2024, forcibly displaced migrants
worldwide were estimated at 123.2 million (UNHCR, 2024a). In this scenario, it can be
easily inferred that the sometimes-traumatic experience of migration has an impact on
multiple levels: identity, family, social networks, access to resources and other issues
may have significant repercussions on migrants’ mental health (UNHCR, 2024b). In the
case of refugees and asylum seekers, Blackmore et al. (2020) found that they have high
rates of post-traumatic stress disorder and depression and state that “both short-term and
ongoing mental health services, beyond the period of initial resettlement, are required
to promote the health of refugees” (Blackmore et al., 2020: 19).

In healthcare, and even more so in mental health, effective communication between
provider and patient is key to build a therapeutic alliance, which is based precisely on
their interaction (Hanft-Robert et al., 2023: 2), and which is important for the outcome
of the therapy (Horvath et al., 2011). Depending on a number of factors, which may
include the degree of emergency, the location, and the language requested, the pos-
sibility of offering these patients linguistically accessible therapy varies: it ranges from
having a multilingual therapist who speaks the patient’s language, which would be the
optimal solution but may occur rarely and implies training to work with multilingualism
and linguistically sensitive clinical supervision (Costa, 2020), to having a professional
interpreter/cultural mediator, to less preferred solutions such as resorting to family or
community members, with the risk of compromising diagnostic accuracy (Bauer &
Alegria, 2010), using Al-powered technology to translate, with all the risks it can entail
(Delfani et al., 2024) or attempting mutual understanding without any help, possibly
with the use of intercomprehension (Doyé, 2005) strategies.
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While the language barrier has been identified as one of the main obstacles to
accessing mental health services for refugees and asylum seekers (Ohtani et al., 2015;
Satinsky et al., 2019), and although interpreters have a positive impact on the quality
and outcome of mental healthcare for refugees (Fennig & Denov, 2021), the presence
of an interpreter in the therapeutic exchange is not devoid of difficulties. As Hassan
and Blackwood (2021: 400) point out, when an interpreter enters the therapeutic sys-
tem, the interaction goes from dyadic to triadic, and thus participants must understand
each other’s roles and act together to achieve acceptable outcomes. As Costa (2017:
59) notes:

The stresses and strengths of a triangular therapeutic relationship are obviously
quite different from those of a dyadic relationship. Counsellors seldom have the
need to explore these triangular relationships in their core training and it is also
very unusual to find interpreters who have been prepared in this way.

As a consequence, Health and Social Care Professionals (henceforth HSCPs, fol-
lowing Krystallidou et al., 2024) are often unaware of the intricacies of interpreting and
cultural mediation (as defined in Pochhacker, 2008), and research on dialogue interpreting
has shown the need to train them to work with interpreters (Woll et al., 2020; Gattiglia &
Morelli, 2022; Leanza et al., 2025) and to make room for a third person who is neither
doctor nor patient (Radji, 2023: 223).

Interpreters are sometimes the patient’s only point of access to care, but their
presence may not always be ideal. As Pian et al. (2018: 2) explain, it may disrupt
“the exclusive relationship between caregiver and patient, which is crucial in some
psychiatric schools of thought”. As the same authors add, however, in other schools of
thought the interpreter is seen as a “co-actor of health care” (Pian et al., 2018: 2). As
Costa (2017: 57) summarizes: “In the therapeutic triad — client, interpreter, counsel-
lor — interpreters can be welcomed, grudgingly accepted or shunned by counsellors
and clients” and “finding a way to work collaboratively together in the service of
clients is a priority”.

According to UNHCR (2024b), mental health teams supporting refugees are usu-
ally multidisciplinary, involving professionals such as psychiatrists, psychologists, social
workers, counsellors and others, and a joint effort is needed to build the capacity of
mental health professionals to work with forcibly displaced persons, as well as that
of “paraprofessionals, cultural mediators or professional interpreters to offer bridging,
language and cultural expertise supporting teams as they provide psychological support
to forcibly displaced persons” (UNHCR, 2024b: para. 5). In such an interdisciplinary
framework, Interprofessional Education (henceforth IPE) becomes an important tool for
building effective collaboration among different professionals. IPE here implies collabora-
tive education that occurs when professionals or students from two or more professions
“learn about, from and with each other to enable effective collaboration and improve
health outcomes” (WHO, 2010: 13). In line with the WHO, the term education will be
here used rather than training, as IPE is seen as part of a long-term process focussed
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on skill development and awareness raising (i.e. educating to act together in specific
professional contexts) rather than a short-term process where learners are observers and
passive recipients of information provided.

This chapter is centred around the following question: what is required for an IPE
initiative aiming to prepare HSCP and interpreting students to jointly and effectively man-
age interpreter-mediated encounters? In the field of education action research, Mertler
(2013) defines four stages in the process: planning, acting, developing and reflecting.
These four stages are to be conceptualised into a circular process where the results of
the reflection feed into the following cycle (starting again with planning). Mertler (2013:
36) identifies different sub-steps within each stage: in our specific case, this contribution
covers the first stage (planning), whose sub-steps are: “Identifying and limiting the topic”
(the present introductory section 1); “Gathering information”; “Reviewing the related
literature” (section 2); “Developing a research plan” (sections 3 and 4).

Our tentative answer will therefore not be based on already collected research data,
but rather on examples coming from Italy and abroad, and on the proposed contents for
an IPE session involving HSCPs and interpreters.

2.  GATHERING INFORMATION AND REVIEWING THE LITERATURE

For decades now, higher education has paid attention to better preparing HSCPs for
professional practice involving patients with limited proficiency in the societally domi-
nant language and interpreters. These innovative approaches are often “uni-directional”
(Hlavac et al., 2022), in the sense that they only target (future) HSCPs and they exist
both in Italy (Baraldi & Gavioli, 2019; Gattiglia & Morelli, 2022) and worldwide (Teb-
ble, 2003; Kalet et al., 2005; Jacobs et al., 2010; Himmelstein et al., 2018; Coetzee et
al., 2020; Nguyen et al., 2024), often including case-based learning and role-playing
activities (McEvoy et al., 2009; Friedman-Rhodes & Hale, 2010; Hale, 2010; Bansal et
al., 2014; Costa, 2017). While relevant to this topic, systematic review of that literature
falls outside the scope of this paper, which restricts the focus to IPE initiatives where
(future) HSCPs and spoken language interpreters are trained together and “skills and
knowledge gains are either bi-directional or multi-directional” (Hlavac et al., 2022: 118
litalics in the originall).

The systematic scoping review by Cooper & Wells (2024) identifies four categories
of papers (attitudes towards IPE, infrastructure development, descriptive studies of edu-
cational interventions, and educational interventions with outcomes) and covers events,
courses, fellowships, and curricula that follow the definition by the WHO (2010), where
the term interprofessional is used to distinguish collaborative initiatives involving at least
two groups of health professionals from single-profession initiatives targeting one health
profession at a time (see also Buring et al., 2009). In Interpreting Studies, IPE has been
defined as “the joint training of students from two different disciplines or the joint training
of two groups of professionals” (Crezee & Marianacci, 2021: 21, drawing on Krystallidou
& Salaets, 2016). In this discipline, IPE is still “in its infancy” (Krystallidou, 2023: 386;
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see also Krystallidou et al., 2024 for a literature overview), but a small “IPE community”
(Krystallidou, 2023: 387) has been gradually developing and widely acknowledging
thee important elements. First, the fact that “interpreting settings entail per se a strong
interprofessional and interdisciplinary component” (lacono et al., 2025: 165 [italics in
the original]) and can therefore benefit from jointly constructed and performed initia-
tives. Second, the fact that IPE initiatives already existed although under different names
and were often undocumented (Ozolins, 2013; Crezee, 2015). Third, for IPE to expand
in the field of interpreting it is important not to limit oneself to descriptive studies of
educational initiatives (the third category in Cooper & Wells, 2024), but to also account
for their evaluation and outcomes (Zhang et al., 2020; Hlavac & Harrison, 2021; Crezee
& Marianacci, 2021; Hlavac et al., 2022).

lacono et al. (2025) distinguish IPE initiatives in Interpreting Studies according to the
other discipline involved. Some examples are IPEs in social work (Ozolins, 2013; Bani-
Shoraka, 2023), human medicine (Krystallidou et al., 2018; Hlavac & Harrison, 2021),
speech pathology (Crezee & Marianacci, 2021; lacono et al., 2025), and dentistry (Woll
et al., 2020). In this section we present a brief review of the main aspects (i.e. learners’
profile, projected outcomes, pre-intervention activities, organisation of the simulated
environment, evaluation method) of studies which have inspired the design and assess-
ment of the IPE session presented in section 3.

To the best of our knowledge, the only Italian IPE initiative reported in detail is
the course organised by the University of Genoa in 2021 as a follow-up to two uni-
directional initiatives (Gattiglia & Morelli, 2022). It involved medical students and BA
and MA mediation/interpreting students with the aim to raise awareness of the other
profession. It included a pre-course survey for the medical students, followed by a focus
group to discuss the opinions that emerged from the survey, and two interprofessional
workshops, focusing respectively on institutional communication in healthcare and on
interpreting and translation. Both workshops included presentations by the trainers fol-
lowed by discussion. The second workshop also included role plays, recreating real-life
situations suggested by medical students, followed by a discussion. No information is
available in the book on participants” evaluation of this IPE initiative, which involved both
professions but was overtly focussing “on the communication needs of medical students,
while student interpreters are present in their capacity as language experts” (Gattiglia
& Morelli, 2022: 134 [our translation]). We know from personal communication with
one of the authors that post-questionnaires were sent to all participants, and reflective
journals were written by interpreters, but with too few responses to enable assessment.
As explained by Gattiglia (2023) at the InDialog4 conference', the same assessment
tools were used in the second edition of this IPE, along with another questionnaire that
specifically aimed at assessing role-playing activities.

™ https://indialog-conference.com/programme.html (accessed on October 5, 2025)
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One of the first and best documented initiatives for healthcare professionals and
interpreters worldwide was organised by the University of Ghent (2014-2016) for
Master level interpreting students and medical students from the Clinical Communica-
tion course (Krystallidou et al., 2018). It was offered as part of the curriculum at the
Medical Faculty and aimed at familiarising each professional group with the “commu-
nicative and interactional practices that the students in the other group are expected
to employ in their professional practice” (Krystallidou et al., 2018: 129). As pre-IPE
learning activities, each group was offered plenary lectures, with medical students
learning about language-support options, professional interpreting practice and the
role of interpreters in doctor-patient communication, and interpreting students being
introduced to the practical aspects of medical consultations. Small groups of students
then practiced role plays supervised by interpreter and clinical communication skills
trainers, receiving feedback as formative assessment from both trainers and peers. As
a summative assessment, both student groups filled a post-intervention self-efficacy
questionnaire; results, reported for the interpreting students’ group, show that they
perceived a significant improvement in their knowledge of the doctor’s communicative
goals during the interaction.

Crezee and Marianacci (2021) report an IPE initiative addressed to student interpret-
ers from the Auckland University of Technology and post graduate Speech Science stu-
dents from the University of Auckland. The authors state that such non-language specific
“shared preprofessional learning sessions” (Crezee & Marianacci, 2021: 20) had existed
for 8 years at the time of writing. The paper reports on the organisation of the simulated
environment, the evaluation method and results. Two role-play scenarios were written
by speech and language therapists (SLTs), who then acted their own professional role
while interpreters were also playing the roles of the patient or the accompanying family
member. Following the simulations, both groups completed a post-session survey, and
student interpreters were additionally asked to complete a reflective written assignment.
For reasons of space, we will only report here the IPE’s most salient benefit, which appears
to be “that it facilitated students’ reflection on a real-life dilemma related to the SLT set-
ting: whether to adhere to the rigid conduit model prescribed by their professional codes
of ethics, or facilitate a successful SLT assessment by providing additional metalinguistic
commentary” (Crezee & Marianacci, 2021: 33).

Hlavac and Harrison (2021) report on four IPE initiatives launched in late 2017 and
involving future interpreters and physicians at Monash University until early 2019. Their
paper is part of a wider interprofessional project which stems from the collaboration
of three fields and educators working for the same university (Hlavac et al., 2022) and
covers interpreting, medicine and social work:

Desired learning outcomes for practitioners or trainees from different groups are that they
learn how the other group works, how to optimise working with them through participating

in real or simulated activities, and gaining perspectives of how others see their own group’s
work (Hlavac & Harrison, 2021: 573).
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In the case of the IPEs addressing doctors and interpreters, an additional setting-specific
outcome was that of “understanding the function of a pre- and post-interactional exchange
between doctor and interpreter” (Hlavac & Harrison, 2021: 576). Pre-session activities
included readings on the work of the other professional group and the provision of general
instructions on the format and on the allocation of roles (Hlavac & Harrison, 2021: 576
and appendices). The general structure of the IPE session was: brief outline on how each
professional group works; role-playing in groups (2 simulations and intra-group discussion);
inter-group discussion including Q&A (for details see Hlavac & Harrison, 2021: 577-578;
Hlavac et al., 2022: 119-121). Evaluation aimed at assessing: 1) perceived usefulness of
role plays, 2) perceived increase of knowledge and 3) perceived usefulness of pre- and post-
interactional (de-)briefings. Evaluation methods included a post class workshop one week
after the IPE session and a questionnaire. As Crezee and Marianacci (2021) also underline,
participants in these IPE initiatives reported high increases in their knowledge of the other
profession and appreciated input and feedback from others. In their conclusions, Hlavac
etal. (2022: 133) suggest using mixed-methods to collect IPE evaluation data and point to
the use of video-recordings to document jointly constructed activities.

Another relevant IPE initiative is Working with Interpreters as a Team in Health Care
(WITH Care), first organised in 2017 by the School of Dentistry and the Interpreting and
Translation College at the University of Minnesota and then embedded into the curriculum
following a piloting phase (Woll et al., 2020). The joint curriculum involved oral health
students and translation/interpreting students and aimed at filling their respective train-
ing gap to improve communication and care for Limited English Proficiency patients. It
consisted in a 3'2-hour joint training, which began with profession-specific orientations
for each group and then offered three stations with simulations of interpreter-mediated
encounters, closed by a final station offering a discussion of different virtual scenarios and
their ethical and legal implications. The simulations provided an opportunity for discussion
and formative feedback from peers. The survey-based pre- and post-IPE evaluation showed
increased self-reported knowledge and confidence regarding interprofessional teamwork.

Another important IPE initiative was launched in 2019 by Stockholm University and
the Karolinska Institute for interpreting and medical students (Bani-Shoraka, 2025). Ini-
tially held on-site, since 2020 the sessions have been conducted exclusively online and
are integrated into subject-specific courses on communication within each educational
programme, which function as pre-intervention activities. The IPE initiative has expanded
annually: in 2020, the Public Service Interpreting programme at Lund University and
the Social Work Study Programme at Linnaeus University joined (Bani-Shoraka, 2023),
followed by the Bachelor’s Programme in Sign Language and Interpreting at Stockholm
University (2021) and the Police Programme at Linnaeus University (2022). This points to
the fact that “designing a curriculum for interprofessional education adds an important
layer of cross-faculty — or [...] cross-university collaboration” (Bani-Shoraka, 2023:
603) with the aim to ensure sustainability. As the author details in her paper about the
Social Work Study Programme, IPE sessions are student-centred and treated as learning
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spaces where experiential learning is seen as a process rather than an outcome along
a four-stage learning cycle (Bani-Shoraka, 2023: 602-603). Both interpreting and social
work students generally have some previous work experience, and this is invaluable for
joint reflections. Each 3-hour session begins with a joint introduction, followed by role
plays and then joint reflection and discussion. Students alternate between participating
in and observing 2 to 5 role plays: in the case of the IPE with social workers, interpret-
ing students enact the interpreter (and the client) while social work students enact the
social worker. Post role-play discussions are first student-led before the trainers join in
and connect practice to theory (Bani-Shoraka, 2025). Evaluation or reported experiences
for the social work programme were gathered through a post-IPE questionnaire assessing
background, satisfaction, self-evaluated learning outcomes, and session organization.
Feedback has always been positive and showed that, despite its small-scale format, this
collaboration “allowed stepwise integration of the curriculum in the different local edu-
cational systems” (Bani-Shoraka, 2023: 609). Particularly relevant is the idea of an IPE
team (8 to 12 members) made of teachers and researchers from both universities, who
plan the session and then prepare for their respective student group before the actual ses-
sion. “Awareness of interprofessional collaboration and interpreter-mediated encounters
is discussed in class” (Bani-Shoraka, 2023: 605) and students get the chance to prepare
their specific role. One of the lessons learned is that pre-IPE instructions play a crucial
role in reducing the time and effort required during the joint session.

The Erasmus+ project Research & Action and Training in Medical Interpreting
(ReACTMe), carried out between 2019 and 2022 by six universities from Italy, Romania and
Spain had, among its aims, that of taking stock of medical interpreting practices in the three
partner countries by mapping existing services and conducting focus groups and surveys
with medical interpreters, medical interpreter educators and HSCPs. This preparatory work
was used to develop two IPE initiatives (one online, one in presence) as five-day intensive
pilot courses for higher education learners from both the interpreting and the HSCP field.
As detailed in Nevado Llopis and Foulquié Rubio (2024), teaching was provided by trainers
from the six partner universities and by external healthcare and interpreting professionals
with two main aims: knowledge transfer and skills development. For knowledge transfer
the course methods mainly included: presentations by educators and external experts in
mediated communication, interpreters, terminologists, translators, representatives of the
healthcare systems and healthcare professionals; discussions on medical records and videos
highlighting best practices and pitfalls of doctor-patient communication; and the analysis
of audio extracts of real-life interpreter-mediated communication in healthcare using the
Conversation Analytic Role-play Method or CARM (Stokoe, 2014; Niemants et al., 2023).
The second aim of both courses was to promote skills development through role-playing
exercises involving participants from both the medical and the interpreting field. In the post-
questionnaires, all the participants were very positive in their evaluations, showing that the
knowledge they gained perhaps exceeded their expectations by helping them to acquire
additional skills that could hopefully contribute to their future professional development.
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lacono et al. (2025) is, as far as we know, the most recent publication from the IPE
community at the time of writing and it describes an initiative addressed to interpreters
and speech language pathologists (SLPs) at the University of Wien in 2023. Its 4 projected
learning outcomes were: 1) developing mutual understanding and improving knowledge
of the other professional group; 2) familiarization with a new interpreting setting; 3) self-
reflection; 4) perception of others (lacono et al., 2025: 160). To achieve these outcomes,
the IPE session included pre-intervention reading activities, then one jointly performed
role play on voice disorders, followed by a focus group and a post-questionnaire as
evaluation methods. As for the pre-intervention activities, authors conclude that it would
be advisable to opt for “one shared reading on collaboration between interpreters and
SLPs, one reading specific to interpreter’s role for the SLP students, and at least one
reading specific to SLPs’ role for interpreting students” (lacono et al., 2025: 166) as
well as to give students the opportunity to communicate with each other. The choice to
only simulate an interpreter-mediated interaction with a voice patient (also present in
Crezee & Marianacci, 2021) was well justified and participants evaluations confirmed
and enjoyed its authenticity. While the main challenge for interpreting students was the
specialised terminology, SLP students pointed to the fact they did not know 1) if everything
was interpreted and 2) how long they could/should talk (lacono et al., 2025: 162-163).

3. PLANNING THE ACTION

Our IPE session will be part of a Master directed to students of different kinds of
disciplines working for the mental wellbeing of migrants and refugees, where we plan
to also involve student interpreters. The intended learning outcomes, in line with most of
the literature reviewed in section 2, are both an improved knowledge of their own and
of the other professional group’s role and perspective, as well as a greater knowledge of
how to work with patients with limited proficiency in the language of the host country
(here Italian).

Role-playing appeared to be the core activity of all IPE initiatives reviewed in sec-
tion 2. In a field such as the one in question, it would not be safe for students, nor for
patients, to test them in a real-life scenario (see Crezee, 2015), so offering students
simulated and experiential learning is essential for them to put into practice the skills
acquired and test them.

To provide students with scenarios and feedback that are as close to real life as
possible, the IPE team should be an interdisciplinary one. In our case it will include the
authors as interpreter educators and at least one HSCP collaborating in a Master that will
hopefully be offered at the University of Bologna from the next academic year. Such a
Master stems from an advanced training course'> organised by the Bologna Transcultural

> https://centri.unibo.it/bo-tpt/it/centro/presentazione (accessed on October 5, 2025).
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Psychosomatic Team, which the authors have joined after reaching out to HSCPs at
conferences on healthcare communication and participating in interdisciplinary events.
In the following subsections, we will detail how we plan to organize pre-IPE activities
(3.1) and one IPE session for the first edition of the Master (3.2), which we will iterate
based on the assessment methods detailed in section 4.

3.1.  Pre-IPE activities
3.1.1. Demographic questionnaire

Each group of participants will be asked to fill out a demographic questionnaire with
both open ended and scale-based questions regarding their linguistic repertoire, previous
professional experience with the other groups’ field, and knowledge and expectations
on interpreter-mediated communication. These data will be necessary to adapt the IPE
session to the specific group of participants and to prepare role plays that either are in
language combinations that are present in the group or adaptable to them. Together with
the focus group (section 3.1.3), these data will be used as a pre-intervention baseline to
compare with post-intervention ones (see section 4).

3.1.2. Uni-directional orientation session

Although the proposed module is based on IPE assumptions, we concur with Woll
et al. (2020), among others, that it might be useful to begin with separate orientation
sessions for each group of students, to set the foundations for a fruitful interprofessional
collaboration.

Each group will be introduced to the core characteristics of the other group’s profes-
sional practice. Student interpreters will get an introduction to administrative entrance
pathways for refugees and asylum seekers in Italy, social programmes and procedures,
most common mental health affections for migrants and different approaches to men-
tal healthcare, HSCPs ethical guidelines and standards, indications on terminological
preparation for assignments. HSCPs will receive basic notions of interpreters’ ethical
standards, of their role in this field as cultural brokers and facilitators (see also Chang et
al., 2021), as well as guidelines on how to work with an interpreter (briefing and debrief-
ing practices, turn management, etc.).

3.1.3.  Focus group(s) with HSCPs

We plan to organise one (or more) focus group(s) with HSCPs, which will take place
in presence at the Masters’ venue, as part of the authors” module on interpreter-mediated
communication. Depending on the number of participants, we will create one or more
groups of 6-8 participants each. Just like in Gattiglia and Morelli (2022), who organised
the focus group two weeks after the demographic questionnaire, the discussion would
build on the information gathered in our questionnaire regarding participants’ previous
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experiences with interpreters (section 3.1.1), and would explore doubts, expectations,
difficulties encountered and views about that professional group. Insights from the focus
groups will be employed to fine tune the teaching materials created by the IPE team,
and inductive thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006) will be carried out after the end
of the course as a pre-assessment to compare with the post-. In the case of very large
numbers, and of unfeasibility of focus groups, the alternative plan would be that of a
further questionnaire with open-ended questions.

3.2. IPE session

Role plays are widely used both in healthcare (Dalwood et al., 2020) and in inter-
preter education (Niemants & Cirillo, 2017), so both groups of participants should be
familiar with this activity, although they may have encountered different typologies.

The guidance provided by educators can vary from an outline of how the situation
might unfold and some details about the character (unscripted or “open” role play in
Dahnberg, 2023), to a more detailed description of the interaction with each character’s
lines written in advance (scripted or “closed” role play following Dahnberg’s classifica-
tion). While scripted/closed role plays have a focus on words and are thus more suitable
“for training and testing the knowledge of standard phrases, terminology, and cultural
references”, unscripted/open role plays have an interactional focus and are therefore
“recommended for training and testing coordination, turn-taking, rendition, and different
communicative activity types” (Dahnberg, 2023: 306).

Depending on who is playing the role of the professional, Dahnberg further dis-
tinguishes between professional (with healthcare providers), semi-professional (with
trainers playing the role of healthcare professional) and non-professional (with inter-
preting students playing that role) activities, and he warns that while being extremely
affordable (as students are necessarily available) non-professional role plays may
make it difficult for fellow students not to orient towards their interpersonal relations
(Dahnberg, 2023: 302). As the author concludes, “a fruitful approach to using role
play for PSI [public service interpreting] training and testing seems to be variation
depending on the current purpose and the budget available” (Dahnberg, 2023: 306).
In our view, this conclusion also applies to IPE sessions involving both interpreters
and HSCPs working in public services, where we will therefore make use of different
role plays serving different purposes.

3.2.1. Language portrait

We plan to start the IPE session with an icebreaking activity, called “language por-
trait” (see Busch, 2018, for an overview of its use in multilingualism research). Language
portraits are sometimes used for “éveil aux langues” or “awakening to languages” (Can-
delier et al., 2012: 7). Although, as the authors explain, the “awakening to languages”
approach was devised initially for school-level education, a language portrait activity
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can help participants get to know each other and take stock of their personal linguistic
heritage. The activity consists in asking participants to portray their linguistic repertoire
inside the silhouette of a human body, using different colours and/or styles to depict
each language (including dialects) in the part of the body where they ‘feel” it. Afterwards,
participants are typically asked to describe their silhouette to the rest of the class, or in
pairs or groups.

The aim of this activity in this context is threefold: breaking the ice and getting
participants to know each other; raising participants” awareness of the fact that we are
all linguistically diverse, even in our own country of origin; and inspiring HSCPs who
could use it in their professional practice to get in contact with the patients’” linguistic
and cultural heritage.

3.2.2. Closed professional bilingual role play

We plan to first use a closed professional bilingual role play drafted with the IPE
team and revised with HSCP students in the pre-IPE focus group(s). It will be performed
in front of the class by one interpreting student acting as interpreter, one HSCP student
acting as HSCP, and one interpreting or HSCP student acting as the patient: while the
former is more likely to speak foreign languages and is often playing the patient in the
reviewed literature, the latter knows the characteristics and symptoms of mental health
disorders and is more likely to be able to enact them realistically. The three role players
will be selected based on the demographic questionnaire and the language portrait, to
ensure that the patient and the interpreter speak the same foreign language while the
HSCP possibly does not know it and only speaks Italian. With the role-players’ consent,
the session will be videorecorded, ideally using two camera angles. In line with other IPE
initiatives, the activity will be preceded by a short briefing, during which participants will
receive information on the scenario they are going to enact as well as on the characters’
main characteristics and communicative goals, and followed by a collective debriefing
and feedback phase. Being the first role-playing activity, the debriefing will be led by
the teachers, who will draw participants’ attention on interactional dynamics, problems
and possible solutions, as well as on best practices, thereby fostering interprofessional
dialogue and exchange.

The aim of this first role-playing activity is threefold: showing the whole class how
an interpreter-mediated interaction unfolds, raising awareness of the kinds of topics that
can be addressed in feedback, and having video recordings to be potentially used as
education materials in following editions of the Master.

3.2.3. Open professional multilingual role plays

Different varieties of closed multilingual role plays were tested in the IPE initia-
tives of the ReACTMe project, where scenarios were written in the vehicular language
of the courses (English), participants only received one part of the script, and the

177



NATACHA NIEMANTS AND NICOLETTA SPINOLO

role-playing activity was divided into three stages: preparation in three subgroups,
role-playing in triads, and discussion, first in triads and then in plenary (Garwood et
al., 2023: 163-179). Although we will draw inspiration from ReACTMe to draft the
scenarios in the vehicular language of the Master (Italian) and select the role-players
according to their role and linguistic repertoire (again, interpreter and patient will
speak the same foreign language while the HSCPs ideally will not, so as to reproduce
a real linguistic barrier), the second type of role-playing activity we are planning
will be slightly different.

Like the closed professional bilingual role play described in section 3.2.2, it will
also be preceded by a short briefing and followed by a debriefing and feedback phase,
and it will similarly require HSCPs and interpreters to enact their professional role
during the simulation. But it will be open, in the sense that role-players will only be
provided with role cards and a few instructions about the scenario and the characters,
and multilingual, with the class divided into smaller groups where patients and inter-
preters will speak different languages. Each small group will include, in addition to
the three role-players, at least one observer from the interpreting and the HSCP group,
who will make notes on different aspects of the performance (ideally, the aspects cov-
ered in the debriefing described in section 3.2.2) and then use them to provide peer
feedback within the group.

The aim of this second role-playing activity is twofold: taking benefit from the pres-
ence of HSCPs, who “have more possibilities to improvise and speak spontaneously than
in closed role-plays” (Dahnberg, 2023: 297) and can freely enact their professional role
without having to read the lines of a script; and putting participants in the condition to
face some of the real challenges of interpreter-mediated communication, where interpret-
ers deal with specialised terminology and HSCPs with the fact they do not know how
long they could/should talk (see lacono et al., 2025).

3.2.4. Joint discussion

The open professional multilingual role plays will also be followed by a collective
debriefing and feedback phase, whose aim is threefold: sharing with the whole class
some of the topics that emerged in the sub-groups; drawing a list of points to be consid-
ered before, during and after consultations with patients with limited Italian proficiency
to improve their effectiveness; and checking whether participants’ expectations on the
session and on interpreter-mediated interactions were met. To achieve these goals, the
final joint discussion will also be recorded, using the same cameras already placed in
the venue for the closed role plays described in section 3.2.2, and it will pay special
attention to how feedback is provided.

In a practical activity such as role plays, formative assessment acquires particular
importance. It can be provided by the students on their own performance (self-assess-
ment), by students to other students (peer-assessment), by educators, or through a joint
effort of educators and students (co-assessment) (Dochy et al., 1999). As Holewik (2020:
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134) explains, student-led feedback is particularly useful to foster learner independence
and to allow students to take a central role in their learning. In line with Skaaden (2017:
325), who presents an approach which “sees the students’ experiences and mutual
reflections upon them as a main resource in the learning process”, we will propose a
joint feedback and co-assessment, guiding students through the reflection on their own
role play with open-ended questions, and then moving on to students in the audience
and asking them to include their observations. Such joint discussion will hopefully lead
to the extraction of suggestions, best practices and guidelines to be applied in profes-
sional practice, which may be collected in a document to be drafted collaboratively by
students under the supervision of educators from both fields, as a final joint outcome
from the intervention.

4.  EFFECTIVENESS ASSESSMENT

Literature on IPE presents various methods for assessing its effectiveness, ranging
from questionnaires, either standardised or ad hoc (Dominguez et al., 2015; Shrader et
al., 2017; and, regarding interpreting specifically, Hlavac & Harrison, 2021; Hlavac et
al., 2022; Bani-Shoraka, 2023) to questionnaires combined with focus groups (McDon-
ald et al., 2021; lacono et al., 2025), or analysis of reflective assignments (Crezee &
Marianacci, 2021).

For our module, we propose cyclic assessment in an action-research approach,
with the “findings of each cycle informing the planning and carrying out of the next”
(McAteer, 2013: 16; see also Hlavac et al., 2022). A post-IPE data collection will be
held at the end of the module, and it will mirror the pre-IPE assessment, therefore
consisting of a post-IPE questionnaire and focus groups. These will both explore the
effectiveness of the module based on the pre-IPE data collection and collect insight
on satisfaction after the session.

More precisely, the post-IPE questionnaire will be sent to participants right after the
end of the intervention, and it will match the one administered to each group before the
session in terms of knowledge acquired on the other professional group and on the best
practices for managing interpreter-mediated interactions. The results of the scale-based
questions will be quantitatively compared to the pre-IPE ones, while open-ended ques-
tions will be compared qualitatively.

Mirroring the focus group(s) held in the pre-IPE session, post-session focus group(s)
with 6-8 participants will be held as soon as possible after the module, and after having
analysed questionnaire results, which will inform the focus group discussion. In this
case, however, the focus group(s) will be held online and will include, if possible, at
least one interpreter. The discussion will also aim at exploring whether expectations have
been satisfied or modified and if the perspective on the other professional group has
changed. It will touch upon the following topics, drawn and adapted from the evalua-
tions proposed by Hlavac and Harrison (2021), Hlavac et al. (2022), and Bani-Shoraka
(2023) and presented in Table 1.
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Table 1. Topics for final focus group discussion

Topic Reference
Challenging aspects of the module Bani-Shoraka, 2023
Self-evaluation of learning outcomes (increased Bani-Shoraka, 2023;
knowledge of practice in own and other Hlavac & Harrison, 2021;
professional group) Hlavac et al., 2022

Usefulness of activities, broken down by activity-type
- Pre-IPE activities
- Pre-role play briefing
- Role plays
- Debriefing

Hlavac & Harrison, 2021;
Hlavac et al., 2022

Organizational aspects Bani-Shoraka, 2023

In each iteration of the Master, insights from the previous evaluation cycle will be
implemented, and the module re-evaluated following the same methodology (McAteer,
2013).

5. CONCLUDING REMARKS

In this contribution we have shown how existing (inter)national initiatives and ongo-
ing interprofessional collaboration can be leveraged to design locally adapted IPE sessions
that educate HSCPs and interpreters and help bring these two professional worlds closer.
Although effective communication is key in all fields of healthcare, in mental health
special attention needs to be paid to the way communication is co-constructed, as the
therapeutic alliance is based on provider-patient interaction, which goes from dyadic to
triadic whenever an interpreter is present.

Following Mertler’s (2013) methodology, we have first identified and limited the
topic of dialogue interpreting in mental health contexts and introduced our research
question, namely: what is required for an IPE initiative aiming to prepare HSCP and inter-
preting students to jointly and effectively manage interpreter-mediated encounters? Our
answer was not based on already collected research data, but rather on examples of IPE
initiatives coming from Italy, Belgium, New Zealand, Australia, the US, Sweden, Spain,
and Austria, which stimulated us to reflect on learners’ profiles, projected outcomes,
pre-intervention activities, organisation of the simulated environment, and evaluation
methods. On the basis of the reviewed literature, we developed a research plan which
included action planning and effectiveness assessment for an IPE session involving
HSCPs and interpreters, where two types of role plays serving different purposes will be
proposed along language portraits and joint discussions.

The recordings of the closed professional bilingual role play (3.2.2), following Hla-
vac and Harrison’s (2021) suggestion to video record the role-play sessions, will have
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a twofold aim: on the one hand, to qualitatively analyse them ex-post in a longitudinal
perspective, with the aim of monitoring and assessing improvements, as well as fine tun-
ing the materials for the subsequent editions of the Master. On the other hand, selected
portions of these recorded role-play sessions could be used as teaching materials for
following editions, using the CARM method (Stokoe, 2014) to enable participants to
observe them in slow motion, as well as to discuss and enact alternative courses of
action. The recordings of the joint discussion and of the pre and post focus groups will
serve the purpose of reflecting on the process, with the ultimate goal of “facilitating the
exchange of knowledge” and of “promoting a collaborative IPE community within the
field of Interpreting Studies” (Krystallidou, 2023: 387).
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1. INTRODUCTION

Interpreting and intercultural mediation in healthcare entail fundamental responsibili-
ties to safeguard patients” well-being in close coordination with medical staff. Nevertheless,
individuals with non-normative gender identities or with neurodivergences, such as Autism
Spectrum Disorder, often face disadvantages arising from sociocultural prejudice or linguistic
barriers. Since the healthcare system is designed according to homogeneous standards, it
frequently overlooks such differences, thereby intensifying situations of exclusion. Within this
context, the existence of a code of ethics becomes essential to guide professional conduct.
However, the absence of official recognition of this profession in Spain results in a lack of clear
and consistent regulations to direct the work of interpreters and mediators in clinical settings.

This study examines the role and professional conduct of interpreters and intercul-
tural mediators when dealing with situations that may place patients at a disadvantage on
the basis of sociocultural background, gender identity, or neurodivergence. The analysis
is structured into four sections: (1) a theoretical framework that reviews the literature on
discrimination against neurodivergent and trans or non-binary individuals, with particular
emphasis on the value of inclusive language; (2) a methodology based on the review of
international codes of ethics and specialised sources; (3) a proposal of ethical principles
adapted to the Spanish healthcare context, incorporating neurological and gender diver-
sity; and (4) conclusions and recommendations for further research. Key concepts such as
neurodivergence and gender identity are also defined to ground the discussion. The ulti-
mate aim of this study is to contribute to the development of a more equitable healthcare
system that ensures inclusive and high-quality care in line with human rights principles.

1.1.  Neurodiversity

Neurodiversity represents a renewed way of understanding the variability of brain
functioning, encompassing conditions such as autism, ADHD (Attention-Deficit/ Hyper-
activiy Disorder), and dyslexia, among others. This concept, introduced in the 1990s,
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challenges the notion that there are “correct” or “normal” ways of thinking and learn-
ing. Casas-Cordero (2021) warns that neurological diversity has not been sufficiently
considered in the planning of spaces and services, thereby restricting full participation in
society. The lack of inclusive policies reflects a traditional view that prioritises conformity
to pre-established norms rather than valuing the multiplicity of cognitive experiences.
This limitation hinders the self-management of neurodivergent individuals, who require
adapted environments in order to thrive under conditions of equality (Casas-Cordero,
2021, pp. 3-25).

The World Health Organization (WHO, 2022) estimates that one in every 100
children has an Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) diagnosis, although the real figure is
likely higher due to underdiagnosis and variation in clinical criteria. People with ASD
need comprehensive and coordinated health services aimed at improving quality of
life and ensuring social participation. The WHO highlights the importance of designing
inclusive environments that encourage active involvement, thereby contributing to a
more equitable and compassionate society.

The challenges faced by autistic individuals are diverse and profound. Perera (2022)
highlights labour exclusion, the absence of adaptations in schools, and difficulties in
expressing basic needs. Emotional crises common among this population are often
misinterpreted, even though they typically result from sensory overload or lack of under-
standing by others. Moreover, communication strategies such as echolalia or stereotyped
behaviours should be recognised as legitimate expressions of self-regulation, rather than
behaviours to be corrected. Perera (2022) further emphasises that nonverbal features
such as limited eye contact or atypical facial expressions are not signs of disinterest but
rather distinct communicative patterns. Moreover, technology can serve as an important
ally in this context: BBC News Mundo (2018) documents the usefulness of pictograms,
applications, and augmentative communication systems in reducing barriers and offering
alternatives tailored to individual preferences.

The current approach to neurodiversity has shifted from notions focused on “cure”
to acceptance of diversity as an intrinsic aspect of humanity. Vidal Rodriguez (2022)
underscores the importance of recognising sensory sensitivities and cognitive inflex-
ibility as common features of ASD that require environmental adjustments. Overload
triggered by noise, intense lights, or unexpected changes reinforces the need to design
inclusive spaces. Historically, neurodivergent people have been marginalised, a reality
that Moreno Cdrdoba (2021) attributes to medical models centered on deficit correc-
tion, in contrast to the social model, which advocates the removal of structural barriers
limiting participation.

Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) constitutes another common form
of neurodiversity, characterised by difficulties in impulse inhibition, time management,
and cognitive flexibility. Rodillo (2015) stresses the importance of considering comorbidi-
ties before resorting to pharmacological treatments. The DSM-5 (2013) acknowledges
the complexity of diagnosis and emphasises the need for assessments adapted to cultural
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contexts. Moreno Cérdoba (2021, pp. 50-71) adds that the absence of inclusive poli-
cies increases the vulnerability of neurodivergent individuals, who face higher risks of
violence and reduced life expectancy.

Within this framework, healthcare interpreting and intercultural mediation play a
decisive role in building a more inclusive society. These professionals not only facilitate
dialogue across languages and cultures but also contribute to promoting adaptations
that respect cognitive diversity. Specialised training in neurodiversity thus emerges as
an essential condition for ensuring accessible services, removing barriers, and fostering
equity across all spheres of social and healthcare life.

1.2. (Trans)gender identity

Language, as a communicative tool, exerts a decisive power. It not only conveys
information but also expresses emotions, positions, persuades, oppresses, and, more
broadly, gives meaning to social life. From this perspective, what is not named within a
community is denied symbolic existence, even if it exists in reality. In this sense, inclusive
language acquires special relevance, as it enables individuals to reaffirm their identities.
Linguistic neutrality from a gender perspective thus represents a step toward a more
equitable future in which non-normative realities are fully integrated into citizenship,
enjoying equal status with those who conform to traditional social norms.

In languages with grammatical gender, such as Spanish, nouns and pronouns are
divided into masculine and feminine forms, thereby reproducing a binary system. English,
by contrast, restricts gender marking to personal pronouns (“he/him” and “she/her”). Yet
in both languages, pronouns encode binary conceptions of identity, which marginalise
non-normative experiences. In response, inclusive pronouns have emerged, such as
“they” in English (Yuvero et al., 2022) or “elle” in Spanish (Visée, 2022), as well as the
use of the “-e” morpheme applied to nouns (Slemp, 2020). These linguistic resources
aim to give visibility to identities beyond the binary system. Their relevance in healthcare
interpreting lies in the fact that respecting chosen names and pronouns is essential to
ensuring dignified treatment and avoiding symbolic violence.

Spain has made notable progress in the recognition of sexual and gender diversity.
Since 1999, the Spanish autonomous community of Andalusia has implemented a model
of comprehensive care for transgender individuals, later expanded through Gender
Identity Units (UIG) organised on a multidisciplinary basis and aligned with national
and international guidelines (Gil et al., 2020). Nonetheless, shortcomings persist: trans
patients continue to demand equitable treatment, access to specialised professionals,
accurate information on medical and surgical options, and the removal of transsexuality
from mental illness classifications. They also criticise the persistence of the binary model,
which fails to encompass the plurality of gender identities and expressions. The health-
care system, therefore, must adapt to these diverse realities rather than serve as a barrier.

UIG teams further emphasise that medical and legal decisions should be grounded
in a multidisciplinary approach supported by scientific evidence, thereby avoiding
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ideological biases and misinterpretations of treatment expectations and outcomes (Gil
et al., 2020). Comprehensive training of primary care professionals and specialists is
crucial to ensuring respectful and high-quality practice. Despite legislative advances,
Gil-Borrelli et al. (2017) document ongoing discrimination and violence against trans
people in healthcare settings, resulting in higher rates of psychiatric illness, suicide,
substance abuse, and victimisation. These inequities call for a health strategy with a
gender and human rights-based perspective, also incorporating intersectional factors
such as neurodivergence and migration.

In the field of public health, priority areas include the promotion of sexual health,
combating LGBT-phobia, training healthcare staff, supporting research, and fostering inter-
institutional coordination (Gil-Borrelli et al., 2017). Such measures must be developed
from a perspective of diversity and autonomy, ensuring the privacy and self-definition
of trans individuals. The debate also reflects academic and institutional tensions: while
authors such as Chomsky in a video from the YouTube channel Linguistic Learning
(2023) underscore that linguistic change is driven by social sensitivities, the Royal Span-
ish Academy (RAE, 2020) continues to reject the use of the inclusive “-e¢” morpheme.
Corroto (2020) records the criticisms of academics who view it as an imposition. These
divergences illustrate the challenges of achieving consensus around inclusive language.

In conclusion, healthcare interpreting and intercultural mediation must integrate
these linguistic dynamics, adapting discourse to the needs of trans patients and fostering
effective inclusion. Respecting self-expressed identity constitutes an ethical imperative
for professional practice.

1.3. Interpreting and Intercultural Mediation in Healthcare

Migration movements have shaped increasingly diverse societies. In Spain, more
than seven million foreign residents currently live in the country (INE, 2025), which
reinforces intercultural dynamics within the healthcare system. Since communication is
an essential axis of healthcare, it is imperative to facilitate access for those who do not
speak the local language. Language and culture are closely intertwined; thus, professional
interpreting is key to ensuring the accurate transmission of messages (Navaza, 2014, pp.
9-10). The absence of this resource is associated with reduced use of medical services
and lower levels of patient satisfaction (Jacobs et al., 2001, p. 469).

The most common tools in these contexts include telephone interpreting, multilin-
gual applications, and communication guides. Remote interpreting offers immediacy
and lower costs, but it restricts nonverbal language and may cause technical issues.
Applications such as Universal Doctor Speaker can facilitate simple dialogues, though
they do not replace the complexity of a clinical interaction. Ad hoc interpreters, while
sometimes unavoidable, carry serious risks of error (Navaza, 2014, p. 12). Addition-
ally, precarious working conditions worsen the situation: temporary contracts, low
pay, and dependence on project funding hinder the professionalization of the field
(Navaza, 2014, p. 13).
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Intercultural mediation is understood as the intervention of a third party who facilitates
communication and coexistence among diverse cultures. Although this figure has become
consolidated in the socio-health field for more than a decade, standardised protocols defin-
ing training and functions are still lacking. Its main tasks include raising awareness among
professionals, promoting health, and providing support in socio-health contexts. Whereas
healthcare interpreters focus on linguistic transmission, mediators also address cultural and
relational dimensions (Navaza, 2014, pp. 10-11). Nonetheless, these roles continue to lack
proper recognition. Nevado Llopis (2012) analyses the communication barriers that often
arise between healthcare professionals and migrant patients in Spain. She shows that these
barriers stem not only from linguistic differences but also from cultural misunderstandings.
To address them, she highlights intercultural mediation as an effective bridge that facilitates
mutual understanding, reduces tensions in clinical encounters, and improves both trust and
quality of care. Moreover, as stated by Sanz-Moreno (2017, p. 114), the scarcity of resources
often leads family members or acquaintances to act as ad hoc interpreters, which jeopardises
confidentiality, impartiality, and message fidelity. Such invisibility of the profession negatively
impacts both the quality and equity of healthcare. To safeguard patients” safety and rights,
interpreters must remain impartial, protect confidentiality, and adapt their work to the cul-
tural context (Sanz-Moreno, 2017, pp. 116-117). However, the practice of these functions
frequently raises complex ethical dilemmas that require specialised training to determine
rigorously when and how to intervene (Sanz-Moreno, 2017, pp. 119-120).

Navaza (2014) identifies five key dimensions for understanding the interpreter’s
profession: asymmetry, emotions, culture, rights, and context. The interpreter occupies
a privileged position of communicative power, which must be managed with ethical
responsibility. Negative emotions such as anxiety or distrust are common, requiring the
creation of an empathetic environment. Cultural differences also influence conceptions
of health, the body, religion, or gender roles, which underscores the importance of cultur-
ally aware interpreting. Furthermore, healthcare interpreters play a role in safeguarding
the exercise of a fundamental right: the right to health (Navaza, 2014, p. 11).

Ethics and deontology occupy a central place in the professional practice of health-
care interpreting and intercultural mediation. Palacio Alonso (2018, pp. 48-54) argues
that every profession must be grounded in codes internalised during academic training.
Healthcare interpreting requires universal principles and norms adapted to its specific
context. Ethics must also be flexible enough to guide decision-making in diverse situ-
ations (Palacio Alonso, 2018, pp. 58-60). Moreover, Bicocchi (2019, pp. 52-53) adds
that neutrality and impartiality are essential for maintaining trust, but must be balanced
with empathy. Garcia Espinosa (2020, p. 55) stresses that in situations of vulnerability,
interpreters may assume a role of rights advocacy, which poses professional challenges.
Once again, the lack of recognition and job stability limits the availability of qualified
interpreters and undermines equity in healthcare provision.

In conclusion, interpreting and intercultural mediation are essential pillars for ensur-
ing quality healthcare in contexts of linguistic and cultural diversity. Professionalisation,
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combined with robust ethical frameworks, is crucial to guaranteeing that patients from
diverse backgrounds, including neurodivergent and trans individuals, enjoy equitable
access to their healthcare rights.

2. MEeTHODOLOGY

This study examines the situation of foreign patients with neurodivergences or
transgender identities who may face discrimination in the Spanish public healthcare
system. Intercultural mediation constitutes an essential tool for ensuring fair and equi-
table care for those confronted with linguistic or sociocultural barriers. In this context,
the research focuses on the role of interpreters in situations of risk for these patients. The
following section describes the methodological steps undertaken to construct a theo-
retical framework that supports the ethical principles applied to professional practice.

First, an exhaustive review of the relevant literature was conducted, with emphasis
on codes of ethics for interpreting and intercultural mediation in healthcare. Five inter-
national reference codes were analysed: the National Code of Ethics for Interpreters in
Health Care (NCIHC) in the United States; the AMITAS (American Medical Interpreters
and Translators Association) code of ethics; the National Register of Public Service Inter-
preters (NRPSI) in the United Kingdom; the Northern Ireland Health and Social Services
Interpreting Service (NIHSSIS); and the California Healthcare Interpreting Association
(CHIA). These documents underscore key principles such as confidentiality, fidelity,
and the need for specialised training to address cultural and linguistic barriers, thereby
ensuring equity in access to health services.

The bibliographic review highlighted the absence of a specific code of ethics sys-
tematically applied to healthcare interpreting in Spain. As an alternative reference, the
Codigo de Deontologia Médica of the Organizacion Médica Colegial (OMC), Spain’s
national, public-law body that groups and represents the 52 provincial medical colleges
and safeguards professional ethics and deontology, was consulted, as it shares with inter-
preting practice principles concerning respectful treatment, equity, and the protection of
patients’ rights. Additionally, a systematic search of academic literature was carried out
in databases such as Google Scholar and the e_Buah virtual library at the University of
Alcald, using keywords related to neurodivergence, gender identity, and ethical dilemmas
in healthcare interpreting. This process enabled the identification of academic articles and
professional materials that informed the theoretical framework sections: Neurodiversity,
(Trans)gender Identity, and Interpreting and Intercultural Mediation in Healthcare. The
methodology adopted an exploratory character, combining bibliographic analysis with
professional perspectives disseminated in publications and social media.

Following the literature review, a comparative analysis of the selected codes of eth-
ics was undertaken, along with the synthesis of essential ethical principles. The resulting
proposal articulates key concepts concerning the care of neurodivergent and transgender
individuals, as well as guidelines for practice in healthcare interpreting. The core ideas
of the international frameworks were adapted to the Spanish context, with the aim of
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offering a coherent ethical foundation to guide interventions in which equity and inclu-
sion demand a sensitive and professional approach. Finally, a conclusion was presented
summarising the findings of the study, outlining the main contributions, and suggesting
future lines of research in academic, professional, and healthcare domains.

3. EmpiricaL ANALysis oF CoDEs OF ETHICS

This section analyses and compares several codes of ethics in light of the literature
reviewed in the theoretical framework, with the aim of building a solid foundation for
the final proposal of ethical principles applicable to intercultural mediation and health-
care interpreting. The following documents are examined, together with the Cédigo de
Deontologia Médica of the Organizacion Médica Colegial, because they are the best
known, most widespread, and most widely used: A National Code of Ethics for Inter-
preters in Health Care by the National Council on Interpreting in Health Care (NCIHC,
2004); Code of Ethics for Medical Interpreters and Translators by the American Medical
Interpreters and Translators Association (AMITAS, 2009); Guidelines when Working with
an Interpreter by Ann Corsellis for the National Register of Public Service Interpret-
ers (NRPSI, 2003); Code of Ethics and Good Practice Guidelines for Interpreters by
the Northern Ireland Health and Social Services Interpreting Service (NIHSSIS, 2004);
and California Standards for Healthcare Interpreters. Ethical Principles, Protocols, and
Guidance on Roles & Intervention by the California Healthcare Interpreting Association
(CHIA, 2002). These texts allow the identification of basic principles for a future Span-
ish code of ethics for healthcare interpreting, with particular attention to neurodiversity
and (trans)gender identity.

The NCIHC (2004) sets out nine principles: confidentiality; fidelity/accuracy;
impartiality; proper role boundaries; cultural competence; respect for all parties;
the right to dignity; proportional advocacy when health or dignity are at risk; and
ongoing professional development (NCIHC, 2004, p. 3). The document is structured
into an ethical introduction, a declaration of values, and detailed commentary
on each principle (NCIHC, 2004, pp. 4-6). It also recognises the guiding nature
of these principles, since they do not resolve every dilemma, and emphasises the
communicative power of the interpreter in healthcare settings, as the only figure
simultaneously understanding both patient and provider discourse (NCIHC, 2004,
pp. 7-8). Its core values are beneficence, fidelity, and cultural respect (NCIHC, 2004,
pp. 8-9). In practice, it provides guidelines on disclosure of information, handling
potentially offensive remarks, impartiality, cultural competence, and advocacy in
risky situations, always safeguarding privacy and the rights of the parties involved
(NCIHC, 2004, pp. 12-22).

The AMITAS code of ethics (2009) emphasises cultural sensitivity, terminological
competence, and mutual trust. It is organised into four sections: (1) general conduct
of interpreters; (2) relationship with the patient (respect and impartiality); (3) relation-
ship with healthcare providers (including the interpreter’s role in raising intercultural
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awareness); and (4) professional development duties, such as continuous training and
the promotion of inclusive policies (AMITAS, 2009, pp. 1-3). Its practical emphasis lies
on linguistic quality, cultural adjustment, and shared responsibility for patient safety.

The NRPSI guidelines (2003), issued by the British professional register, focus on
how to work with interpreters in clinical practice. They stress the need to allow more
consultation time, select appropriate interpreters in sensitive cases (e.g., child abuse),
and correct cultural misinterpretations. They highlight that healthcare providers should
ask patients directly about their cultural norms and perceptions rather than relying on the
interpreter; and they recommend final summaries to confirm next steps (NRPSI, 2003,
pp. 1-2). This approach shifts part of the responsibility onto the clinical team, framing
equitable care as a shared duty.

The NIHSSIS code and guidelines (2004), developed in Northern Ireland, align with
the previous documents but place particular emphasis on non-discrimination (gender,
sexual orientation, disability) and sensitivity to individual needs. They establish clear
procedures for vulnerable patients (e.g., professional accompaniment), recognise the
rights of interpreters (to decline assignments if not adequately prepared), and prescribe
sufficient information prior to accepting a task, including details on gender identity or
special needs (NIHSSIS, 2004, pp. 6-16). They recommend reviewing basic cultural
aspects before consultations (such as pronunciation of the patient’s name and cultural
background), while avoiding stereotypes (NIHSSIS, 2004, pp. 17-24). They also highlight
impartiality and role separation: interpreters should not act as social workers or advi-
sors, but rather facilitate informed consent and understanding of rights (NIHSSIS, 2004,
pp. 27-30). Additionally, they acknowledge the relevance of interpreter gender in some
cases and prescribe equal opportunities in service provision (NIHSSIS, 2004, pp. 32-45).

The CHIA standards (2002) focus on equitable access, cultural competence, and
impartiality, and describe specific functions of interpreters: message conversion, cultural
clarification, and, where appropriate, patient advocacy, all firmly grounded in ethics
(CHIA, 2002, pp. 1-32). They reaffirm the inseparability of language and culture, stress-
ing the interpreter’s need to understand the patient’s cultural context in order to interpret
effectively (CHIA, 2002, p. 43). From this perspective, professional intervention is key
to identifying signs related to gender identity or neurodiversity and preventing clinical
misunderstandings.

Although Spain lacks a specific code for healthcare interpreting, the Codigo de
Deontologia Médica of the Organizacion Médica Colegial offers transferable principles:
altruism, integrity, empathy, continuous learning, respect, and equality (OMC, 2011, pp.
7-12). Particularly relevant are provisions on nonverbal communication and trust (art.
8), impartiality (art. 9), decision-making in emergencies (art. 13), confidentiality (art.
27), and conscientious objection without discrimination (art. 34). Article 45 calls for
reporting ethical or quality deficiencies to management and, if necessary, to authorities
(OMC, 2011, p. 38). This suggests an analogous responsibility for interpreters, who as
privileged witnesses of clinical communication may detect serious accessibility barriers.
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Article 47 requires the removal of obstacles to effective communication (p. 39), reinforc-
ing the need for interpreting services in cases of linguistic or cultural difference. Finally,
Article 60 prohibits any form of abuse or manipulation and upholds patient autonomy
(p. 49), principles entirely consistent with intercultural mediation. The code’s mandate
for ongoing updates (final provisions, p. 58) also underscores, by analogy, the need for
interpreters’ continuous training in neurodiversity and gender identity.

Taken together, these codes converge on a common ethical core: confidentiality,
fidelity/accuracy, impartiality, cultural competence, respect, and professional develop-
ment. Two dimensions differentiate them:

e The degree of permitted intervention, ranging from strict neutrality (NRPSI) to
active neutrality with proportional advocacy (NCIHC, CHIA, NIHSSIS).

e The organisational emphasis and shared responsibility: CHIA and NRPSI stress
the roles of clinical teams and institutions, whereas NCIHC and NIHSSIS detail
protocols and safeguards for risk situations.

For the Spanish context, where the absence of a specific code persists and professional
recognition is uneven, the following steps appear reasonable: (a) adopt the common core
(confidentiality, fidelity, impartiality, cultural competence, respect, continuous training);
(b) incorporate proportional advocacy in cases of risk to the patient’s autonomy, dignity,
or safety; (c) formalise shared responsibility with clinical teams (time planning, interpreter
selection by profile, summaries, and verification of understanding); and (d) establish spe-
cific clauses addressing (trans)gender identity and neurodiversity, including reinforced
confidentiality of sensitive data, attention to interpreter gender preferences when clinically
relevant, and communicative and sensory adjustments (e.g., pace, segmentation, visual
aids) for autistic individuals or those with ADHD, among other neurodivergences.

In conclusion, the comparison shows that the role of interpreters and intercultural
mediators extends beyond linguistic transfer: it requires professional judgment, ethical
management of asymmetry, and cultural competence specific to gender identity and
neurodiversity. Confidentiality acquires heightened importance due to patients’ social
vulnerability; collaboration with clinical teams is crucial to detect needs and avoid
paternalism; and continuous training and regulation are indispensable to consolidating
a safe, inclusive, and rights-based professional practice.

4. ProprosAL ofF Basic ETHICAL PRINCIPLES

This study focuses on ethical codes for interpreting in healthcare contexts in English-
speaking countries, such as the United States and the United Kingdom, as well as the
literature available in Spain, with the objective of identifying practices that may be applied
to the care of neurodivergent or transgender patients in the Spanish public healthcare
system. It is essential to take into account both the cultural background and the indi-
vidual characteristics of these patients, including aspects such as preferred pronouns or
sensitivity to sensory stimuli that may shape their clinical experience.
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The role of the interpreter and the intercultural mediator goes beyond the simple facili-
tation of linguistic transfer: they must also contribute to creating a respectful and accessible
environment, adapted to the specific needs of each individual. Neurodivergent patients
may require adjustments such as the reduction of sensory stimuli or shorter waiting times,
while transgender patients need care that is sensitive to and respectful of their identity. These
requirements add to existing linguistic and cultural barriers, which heighten vulnerability.
Within this framework, the interpreter bears the responsibility of ensuring that patients feel
safe and understood, thereby enhancing both their care experience and medical outcomes.

This proposal is structured around six ethical principles, adapted to the Spanish
healthcare context and grounded in the codes reviewed: autonomy, confidentiality,
accuracy, impartiality, professionalism, and advocacy.

Autonomy. Interpreters and intercultural mediators must safeguard patients’
decision-making capacity, ensuring that they receive clear and comprehensible
information about their rights and options. In the case of an individual with
Autism Spectrum Disorder, this may involve specific sensory adjustments, such
as allowing the use of earplugs without being judged as “not paying attention,”
reducing waiting times, or structuring information into brief and predictable steps.
Confidentiality. Information concerning a patient’s neurodivergent condition or
transgender identity must remain strictly confidential and be shared only with
the healthcare staff directly involved in the patient’s care. Furthermore, if a
misunderstanding arises concerning the use of pronouns, the interpreter should
discreetly alert the medical team while always safeguarding the patient’s privacy.
Accuracy. Fidelity to the message requires transmitting information without dis-
tortion and identifying possible misunderstandings arising from cultural or iden-
tity differences. For neurodivergent patients, it is advisable to avoid metaphors,
ambiguities, or overly abstract explanations, instead favouring communication
that is clear, direct, and adapted to the patient’s needs.

Impartiality. Professional neutrality entails refraining from taking sides during
interactions, while still recognising and compensating for the structural disad-
vantages faced by neurodivergent or transgender patients within a healthcare
system not designed for their needs. This may include facilitating the use of tools
such as pictograms or visual materials to ensure equitable access to information.
Professionalism. Interpreters and intercultural mediators must possess specific
training in neurodiversity and gender identity, while remaining aware of their
professional limits. They should not assume roles belonging to other disciplines,
such as clinical psychology, but they are responsible for ensuring effective com-
munication, managing linguistic and cultural barriers, and employing adaptive
tools whenever necessary.

Advocacy. Defending the rights of the patient requires the interpreter and the
intercultural mediator to intervene if a discriminatory act occurs during care. This
includes identifying unjust situations and, if they persist, informing the patient
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about the channels available to report such discrimination. If the interpreter or
the intercultural mediator determines that continuing the intervention would
compromise ethical integrity, they have the duty to interrupt the session and
inform all parties involved.

In summary, these ethical principles, adapted to the Spanish healthcare system, provide
an ethical foundation for ensuring accessibility and dignified treatment of neurodivergent or
transgender migrant patients. The following section presents the study’s main conclusions,
highlighting findings related to the review of ethical codes, the documented discrimination
faced by these populations in healthcare settings, and the essential role of interpreters and
intercultural mediators in promoting a more equitable and inclusive healthcare system.

5. CONCLUSIONS

In summary, the ethical principles adapted to healthcare interpreting seek to ensure
that neurodivergent or transgender patients receive respectful, sensitive, and needs-based
care. These principles (autonomy, confidentiality, accuracy, impartiality, professional-
ism, and advocacy) constitute an essential framework for the professional practice of
interpreters and intercultural mediators within the Spanish healthcare system. Autonomy
requires that patients be able to make informed decisions regarding their health; con-
fidentiality safeguards personal information, shared only with essential clinical staff;
accuracy ensures the faithful transmission of the message, adapted to each patient’s
communicative characteristics; impartiality entails recognising the structural disadvan-
tages faced by these groups and working to guarantee equitable care; professionalism
is linked to continuous training and the use of tools that facilitate communication; and
finally, advocacy empowers interpreters and intercultural mediators to intervene in cases
of discrimination, thereby contributing to the defence of patients’ rights.

The analysis carried out in this study demonstrates that interpreting and intercultural
mediation in healthcare play a pivotal role in building a more inclusive system. Key ele-
ments have been identified to guarantee equity in the care of migrant patients who are
neurodivergent or transgender — groups particularly at risk of exclusion. Moreover, the
adoption of concrete measures that ensure dignified treatment represents both an ethical
and professional obligation within the Spanish public healthcare system.

It should be noted, however, that this study presents certain limitations. Other mar-
ginalised realities have not been addressed in detail, such as those of migrant women who
are victims of gender-based violence or individuals whose religious practices shape the
care they receive and may lead to discriminatory treatment. These issues require specific
investigations to complement the framework presented here. Future research should,
for example, examine the role of interpreters and intercultural mediators in situations
involving gender-based violence where a language barrier exists, develop coordinated
protocols with healthcare staff to guarantee the victim’s safety, and explore how to man-
age cultural or religious differences that may result in exclusionary practices.
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These examples reflect the breadth of a research field that remains under develop-
ment and whose consolidation is urgently needed. A more just and equitable society
will not be possible while vital systems such as healthcare fail to fully integrate inclusion
policies that address diversity in all its dimensions: ethnicity, culture, gender, religion,
cognitive diversity, and socioeconomic status. Healthcare interpreting and intercultural
mediation, carried out by interlinguistic and intercultural professionals, are, in this sense,
indispensable tools to ensure that the fundamental rights of all individuals are respected.
Their contribution, both to medical staff and to migrant, transgender, or neurodivergent
patients, translates into healthcare services that are more accessible, humane, and aligned
with universal principles of equity and dignity.

6. REFLECTION ACTIVITIES
1) Sensory-aware clinical encounter

You are interpreting in an emergency triage room with harsh lighting and background
noise. The autistic adult patient begins to cover their ears, avoids eye contact, and answers
in very short phrases. The clinician is rushing.

Q1. What two adjustments can you advocate for without overstepping your role?

Q2. How will you adapt your interpreting to preserve accuracy and reduce overload?

Q3. Which ethical principle(s) justify your choices?

Key points: Suggest low-burden adjustments (lower voice, brief pauses, permission
for earplugs/quiet corner, chunking information, use of visuals), maintain message fidelity
with shorter segments and explicit turn-taking...

2) Names, pronouns, and confidentiality

During intake, the clinician repeatedly uses the patient’s legal/deadname from the
record. The patient looks distressed and has already told you their chosen name and
pronouns.

Q1. What do you say to discreetly realign the encounter in the moment?

Q2. If the misnaming persists, when (and how) do you escalate, and to whom?

Q3. Which risks are you balancing (e.g., outing, loss of trust, record integrity), and
what principle guides your next step?

Key points: Use a brief, neutral clarification (“Interpreter note: the patient uses
[Chosen Name], pronouns [X]. | will reflect that in interpretation.”), avoid disclosing
beyond need-to-know, document preferences when appropriate, and, if harm continues,
enact proportional advocacy while preserving confidentiality, respect, and impartiality.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Medical translation is a vital activity to the development of medical knowledge
and communication since many research facilities, hospitals and universities produce a
noticeable number of medical documents that need to be translated. In Spain, health-
care professionals used to be the ones charged with translating this kind of documents
because of their linguistic competence. Nevertheless, they were tasked with this because
translation studies were yet to be consolidated, and translators could not specialise yet
(Muioz-Miquel, 2014).

Specialised terminology related to anatomy, illnesses, pharmacology and instru-
ments used by healthcare professionals are very specific to medical translation (Montalt
& Gonzélez Davies, 2007). Thus, the translator that is tasked with translating medical
documents should be familiar with this terminology in both working languages. Further-
more, translators should invest time on problem detection and solution to tackle any
potential translation problems that might arise when working with medical texts (Mon-
talt & Gonzalez Davies, 2007). Furthermore, if the translator is to take into account the
working cultures, they should show intercultural competence, that is, they should have
the necessary knowledge, abilities and attitudes to interact with these cultures (Lekas
et al., 2020), especially when adapting information so that it is understood by a patient
who belongs to the target culture.

Even though the importance of medical translation is very well-established (Mufioz-
Miquel, 2014), documents targeted to patients who speak other languages or belong to
other cultures are seldom translated in Spain, and medical staff usually turn to the use
of machine translation to produce them (Garcia Santiago et al., 2024; Merino Cabello
& Pena Diaz, 2025). Furthermore, when regarding the object of study at hand, that is,
the informed consents (ICs), which, according to the Spanish legislation, are always to
be provided before any medical treatment or procedure (Spanish Law 41/2002), trans-
lations are not usually offered (Merino Cabello & Pena Diaz, 2025). Translated ICs are
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particularly important if we consider that not all healthcare personnel consider it neces-
sary to explain the procedure associated with the IC verbally; in fact, some healthcare
professionals argue that the text is sufficient to inform the patient (Ruiz Lépez, 2013).

In this chapter, we argue that it would be possible to contribute to ensuring equitable
access to healthcare by highlighting the importance of professional medical translation
and the use of PE. With this aim in mind, we propose an exercise which objective consists
of adapting translated ICs into Plain English (PE) following guidelines published by official
sources such as Health Service Executive (2018) and Plain English Campaign (n.d). By
completing this task, translation students might be able to ensure English-speaking users’
inclusivity regarding communication in healthcare.

To this aim, students would receive ICs that have been translated into English and that
are currently being used in the University Hospital La Paz of Madrid, one of the main leading
hospitals in Spain (Comunidad de Madrid, 2024). These ICs belong to the following speciali-
ties: obstetrics and gynaecology, anaesthesia and resuscitation, clinical genetics, dermatology
and paediatric cardiology. This paper presents a practical exercise in which participants would
compare original and adapted versions of informed consents (ICs), identify key translation
challenges across different specialities, develop glossaries of complex terms and their plain
English (PE) equivalents, and analyse instances where insufficient linguistic adaptation may
hinder understanding. These activities promote the development of inclusive translation skills
and highlight the importance of tailoring healthcare communication to meet patients’ actual
needs, ultimately contributing to more equitable and effective healthcare delivery.

2.  THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK
2.1. Communication in healthcare

Society is currently characterised by diversity and multiculturalism which highlights
the need for public services to be available to all cultures (Ldzaro Gutiérrez & Tejero
Gonzalez, 2017). As the National Institute of Statistics of Spain states, the foreign popu-
lation in Spain increased by 82 346 people during the first trimester of 2024, which
resulted in a total foreign population of 48 692.804 as of the 1st of April of 2024 (Instituto
Nacional de Estadistica, 2024). Authors such as Lazaro Gutiérrez and Tejero Gonzalez
(2017) expose the fact that immigrants encounter major challenges, such as difficulties
when accessing services due to cultural and linguistic differences.

Montalt and Garcia-lzquierdo (2016) state that health professionals not always pri-
oritise efficient communication. In fact, professionals and researchers in most fields do
not often view communication as a priority. Following this trend, healthcare professionals
focus solely on treating patients and not on effectively communicating with them. Along
the same lines, some translators, whose job is to guarantee communication between
people who do not speak the same language, prioritise producing a translation that is
faithful to the source text. In doing so, they do not consider that medical translations
reach people that present specific needs and expectations (Ibid).
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Foreigners that seek medical attention come from very different realities and socie-
ties and sometimes do not comprehend healthcare providers due to linguistic and cul-
tural differences between them (ICOMEM & Salud Entre Culturas, 2018). Moreover, the
fact that some of these foreign patients might be illiterate needs to be highlighted (Ibid).

Furthermore, there must be an awareness of the differences regarding cultural rep-
resentation of health, healthy habits, and the concept of illness and healing among dif-
ferent cultures (Lazaro Gutiérrez & Tejero Gonzélez, 2017). All these aspects need to be
considered, seen that research has shown that poor communication on clinical settings
can affect patients” outcomes (Montalt & Garcia-lzquierdo, 2016).

To inform is to communicate, and patients can be informed through varied forms,
such as prescriptions, patient guides or informed consents (ICs), which need to be writ-
ten so that patients can understand them (Ibid).

2.2. Hybrid texts

Hybrid medical-legal documents are abundant in many fields of specialisation
(Pajares Nievas, 2015). Within the legal field, we find documents such as notification
reports for disease of mandatory declaration or injury reports (Casado Blanco, 2008).
Focusing on healthcare, we also find this type of hybrid documents when working
with prescriptions, medical histories and ICs (Ibid). Some authors, such as Borja Albi
(2012) define hybrid medical-legal text as those that share concepts and terminology
that belong to both the medical and legal world. In addition, any document used in
healthcare that has any sort of legal effect is included in this definition. Not all medical-
legal documents necessarily are judicial in nature but may acquire it subsequently
as a result of certain circumstances (Casado Blanco, 2008). Due to the combination
of disciplines, both their functions and their possible combinations are very varied
(Pajares Nievas, 2015, p.184).

Focusing on the translation of these documents, Borja Albi (2012) and Pajares
Nievas (2015) consider that these texts pose problems that are different than those
that may arise when working with documents containing exclusively medical or
legal terminology. Because of this, there is not an agreement on the type of training
necessary to efficiently translate these documents (Borja Albi, 2012). While some
argue that there is no single international legal culture, which constitutes a notable
difficulty when translating (Martinez Lépez, 2009), legal translators claim that spe-
cialised medical terminology, such as surgical procedures, pathologies, medicines
or drugs, is a difficult obstacle to overcome for those who are not specialised in the
field (Borja Albi, 2012).

Considering that there are many documents that can be defined as hybrid and med-
ical-legal, Borja Albi (2012) established a classification according to the communicative
situation, also considering the sender, the recipient, and the function of the document
(which is the most interesting aspect with regard to the purpose of this chapter). The
classification is as follows:
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Regulatory texts: their aim is to regulate social order. To this end, they must be

unambiguous, flexible and accurate in their interpretation.

e Judicial texts: their function is to regulate relations between individuals or the
administration and judicial bodies.

e Agreements of will or contracts: they are known as instructions. This is because
the decision to establish a legal relationship involves the creation of a binding
agreement in which both parties must fulfil a series of obligations and respect
certain rights.

e Unilateral declarations of intent: their aim is to avoid conflict, defend the rights
of the patient and protect healthcare staff from any type of claim.

e Administrative texts: they require the intervention of a healthcare professional

in order to be legally effective or administrative resolutions on health-related

matters, and include administrative texts that have a legal function, such as
certificates, reports or authorisations.

Following this classification, it is determined that ICs are considered unilateral
declarations of intent (Borja Albi, 2012). Moreover, the high level of hybridisation that
ICs present must be considered (Martinez Lépez, 2009). Martinez Lopez (2009) states
that ICs usually have a structure like that of a contract.

2.3. Informed consents

In the last years, patients started asking to be granted a better access to oral and
written information, which they need to make their own decisions (Pérez Estevan,
2018). Because of this change in dynamics between healthcare professionals and
patients, a need for new adapted materials that considered the experience of the user
arose. Among these adapted materials, there was the informed consent. We understand
informed consent (IC) as the formal written procedure that is part of the physician-
patient communication that corresponds to a conception of the clinical relationship
based on the ethics of patient’s autonomy (Ramos, 2012). Pérez Estevan (2018) states
that ICs are one of the most important documents regarding health research and medi-
cal translation. Similarly, Ramos (2012) is of the opinion that IC documents aid at
improving patients’ care through the provision of information and education, as well
as ensuring patients’ participation.

ICs are created to inform, obtain information, persuade, comply with legal require-
ments and avoid any possible lawsuits or claims, as well as to protect the rights of the
patient (Ramos, 2012). Recipients of these documents receive information about possible
side effects, procedures to follow, symptoms or any other available treatment options
(Pérez Estevan, 2018).

Although there is not a homogeneous model for IC documents, they should include
the following (Ramos, 2012):
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e Identification of the parties involved: healthcare providers, patients, participants
(for clinical trials).

e Date of the document, considered that consent can be revoked later in regards
to future events.

e Name of the study or procedure being carried out as well as characteristics
and description.

e Specification of the possible risks associated with the procedure. These risks
must range from the general to the specific to the patient.

e Specification in which the patient agrees to waive the right to take any legal
action in the event of an undesirable outcome.

e Specification of the patient’s right to revoke consent at any time.

e Signatures, witnesses, representations and declarations.

The World Health Organisation (2020) proposes a series of guidelines to follow
when producing an IC. It proposes dividing the document into two parts: an informa-
tion sheet and a consent form. In addition, other authors, such as Shah et al. (2020)
argue that there are other aspects that need to be included, such as the nature of the
procedure, the risks and benefits associated, possible alternatives as well as its risks and
benefits, and a clause ensuring that the patient has fully understood the information
that has been provided. Ramos (2012) states that all information must be understand-
able and cannot present any form of bias. It should also be provided in the appropriate
context and with the necessary tact in each situation.

Disregarding these guidelines, these documents are usually an example of how
documents targeted to patients do not present information in a comprehensive way
(Valentini et al., 2013; Prieto Velasco, 2014, cited in Pérez Estevan, 2018). Further-
more, Ramos (2012) indicates that ICs are often drafted by doctors, nurses, hospital
administration staff, pharmaceutical companies, medical supply companies, com-
munity health organisers, government agencies and insurance companies and not
by communication professionals.

Moving onto a translation perspective, ICs, which are considered unilateral dec-
larations of will (Borja Albi, 2012) pose a terminology and style related challenge
(Ramos, 2012) to not specialised translators, seen that their translation process entails
a need to know cultural, conceptual and sociological concepts that might be included
in these texts. This means that translators need to have instrumental and comparative
knowledge related to both fields involved: medicine and law (Borja Albi, 2012). The
fact that the translator will encounter a high degree of explicitness all throughout
the text should be bored in mind. These documents contain numerous redundancies
and repetitions that are to be reflected in the translation (Ramos, 2012). Furthermore,
translators need to be familiar with the textual conventions, function and value of these
legal documents (Borja Albi, 2012).
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2.4. Plain English

Michael Crichton (1975) stated that medical texts were an example of a “calculated effort
to confuse readers” that proved the patronizing dynamics adopted in healthcare comprehen-
sion difficulties were embraced by professionals (Terranova et al., 2012). Since that time, it
seems that this situation has not necessarily improved, given that ICs still show information
that might be too difficult to understand, especially regarding possible risks (Ibid).

Taking this reality into consideration, health professionals were recommended to
use standard English to guarantee the patient’s total comprehension and facilitate their
decision-making process. As a result, plain English (PE), which is defined as the man-
ner of writing and presenting information in such a way that it can be understood after
reading the text once (Terranova et al, 2012), was created. In addition, by applying this
method, healthcare professionals are encouraged to avoid medical jargon and provide
a clear structure (Health Service Executive, 2018).

Authors such as Brittner et al. (2015) link PE with health literacy, considering
that the clear and understandable use of language is mandatory for healthcare pro-
fessionals that need to communicate with patients. Along the same lines, Kim and
Kim (2015) argue that patients are entitled to receive concrete, exact and relevant
information in a language they are capable of understanding. This becomes more
evident when important decisions need to be made regarding treatment or when ICs
are to be obtained and signed (Ibid). By achieving overall health literacy, patients
would be able to comprehend information and feel confident enough to actively
partake in the decision-making process (Health Service Executive, 2018). On the
contrary, Dingwall et al. (2005) expose that it is a well-established fact that the cur-
rent ethical reviewing and research system prioritises protecting healthcare workers
and not patients. The authors argue that, while there are professionals that try to
design comprehensible ICs, institutions tend to use forms that have been produced
by lawyers in order to protect themselves.

Poor health literacy has been linked to patients being less likely to seek medical
attention or treatment because they are not able to understand the full extent of their
condition or their need for treatment. Besides, it may lead to mismanagement of their
medicine intake. less than favourable knowledge of diseases and high mortality rates
(Health Service Executive, 2018). By way of an example, Brittner et al.’s (2015) study
showed that patients were less likely to correctly follow treatment when medical profes-
sionals were unable to communicate effectively.

Doctors are responsible for informing patients of possible risks, benefits and
alternative treatment options so patients can consider them before deciding. Fur-
thermore, Terranova et al. (2012) state that written and audiovisual materials have
proved to be helpful during decision-making processes, seen that they increase
knowledge and inform the patient about real expectations and difficulties associated
with the treatment. However, the information included in ICs is not always clear
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and the vocabulary might be difficult to understand (Young, 2019). Terranova et al.
(2012) argue that because of this characteristic, ICs are not only uncomplete, but
also incomprehensible for the average patient.

Substantially, high quality and comprehension levels can be obtained by imple-
menting the use of clear, revised forms that focus on content, design and text disposition
(Terranova et al., 2012).

There are several guidelines available to medical practitioners to follow when pro-
ducing and obtaining IC in order to ensure patients receive all the relevant information
and assume an active role in their treatment (Terranova et al., 2012). Among them, the
guide published by Health Service Executive (2018) included the following tips to be
followed when producing ICs:

e Being direct and personal.

*  Avoid abstract nouns when possible.
e Avoid medical jargon.

e Use everyday words and numbers.

e Write using the active voice.

Kim and Kim (2015) also recommend summarizing, reviewing and modifying the
content to ensure comprehension, as well as improving format by utilizing bigger fonts
and adding graphics. In short, these authors indicate that comprehension could be
improved only by modifying the format of the document.

3. ANALysIS EXERCISE OF 1Cs
3.1. Exercise preparation

As it has been explained, this study proposes a comparative analysis exercise of two
ICs from five medical specialities: obstetrics and gynaecology, anaesthesia and resuscita-
tion, clinical genetics, dermatology and paediatric cardiology.

This corpus is based on a total of 10 ICs that are currently being used in the Hos-
pital Universitario la Paz, in the Comunidad de Madrid. We chose these ICs due to the
Hospital’s interest in foreign patients’ integration, seen that they work with projects such
as Intercomsalud™ and this is one of the few medical institutions in the Comunidad
de Madrid that has translated available ICs. The characteristics of these documents are
included in Table 1:

16 La competencia intercultural en la comunicacién interlingiiistica sanitaria femenina- PROYECTOS
DE GENERACION DE CONOCIMIENTO» Programa Estatal para Impulsar la Investigacién Cientifico-Téc-
nica y su Transferencia, del Plan Estatal de Investigacién Cientifica, Técnica y de Innovacién 2021-2023.
PID2022-1375060B-100 www.intercomsalud.es
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Table 1. Corpus description

Corpus description

Speciality Procedure Word count
Anaesthesia in obstetrics 1029 words
Anaesthesia and General anaesthesia for
resuscitation children undergoing a 912 words
magnetic resonance
o ) Genetic amniocentesis 1170 words
Clinical genetics —— -
Chorionic villus sampling 1034 words
Treatment with Etanercept 1077 words
Dermatology (inflammatory diseases)
Treatment with Infliximab 1180 words
Endocardial catheter ablation 835 words
Paediatric cardiolo i
gy Anglo;élasty and valvuloplasty 921 words
y catheterisation
Obstetrics and Non-genetic amniocentesis 1219 words
gynaecology Amnioscopy 614 words

Once the translation students are provided with the documents, they are also pre-
sented with a series of Plain English (PE) recommendations so they can use them to ana-
lyse the texts and determine the main difficulties that are present in these ICs, as well as
establishing all the different adaptations that need to be carried out when translating them.

Several guidelines and recommendations are provided, following published guides
and papers that are currently being used in healthcare (as, for example, Plain English
Campaign, n.d.; Health Services Executive, 2018), which are the following:

e Sentences should be short and concise, being composed of no more than 15-20
words each.

* Medical jargon and overly specialised terminology should be avoided in order
to ensure comprehension.

e Documents should be written using an adequate and comprehensible register
for patients and not only for specialised professionals.

e The active voice and verbs are preferred when providing information.

e The information presented to the patient should be organised and designed
logically.

e A clear and concise tone should be used whenever possible.

e When writing ICs, we should refer directly to the patient, that is, writing “you”,
instead of referring to patients using the third person or the indirect voice.
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e The use of Latin terms and abbreviations should be minimised to ensure patient’s
comprehension. In addition, Latin phraseology should be avoided.

e All complex terms and abbreviations should be defined and explained in a
clear and concise way.

* Maintaining terminology cohesion and coherence during the whole document
should be a priority to avoid confusion if several terms are used to refer to the
same concept.

e All punctuation errors should be revised and corrected.

e Ifthe document presents several sections, these should be introduced by concise
titles that can be formulated as questions to facilitate comprehension.

e Short paragraphs are preferred so the information can be fragmented.

As explained more in detail in the following section, once they are provided
with these recommendations, students are asked to modify the 10 ICs, focusing on
three main aspects: terminology, section titles and problematic structures that need
to be adapted. When these adaptations have been completed, students will be able
to create PE glossaries for each of the specialities they have been working with.

3.2. Exercise implementation

As it has mentioned before, the aim of the proposed exercise is to prepare translation
students to identify and classify the linguistic adaptations necessary in different medical
specialities to transform texts filled with technical jargon into accessible and compre-
hensible documents for people outside the traditional medical lexicon. Additionally, its
aim is to help students assess how the use of PE contributes to removing terminological
and cultural barriers, promoting equity in informed decision-making.

Firstly, students are asked to identify the specialised medical and legal terminology
and jargon that needs to be modified, adapted or explained, according to PE guide-
lines. In this category, students should include all terms and verbs that are specific
to the healthcare and legal field, in general, or to ICs, in particular. This means that
they should include terms related to anatomy, procedures, instruments, diseases and
verbs used in the medical field that could provoke comprehension problems to the
recipients (the patients).

Secondly, students are asked to provide PE proposals for the terminological
elements chosen when carrying out the first part of the exercise. As a way of exam-
ple, in Table 2, we provide a sample of 3 PE proposals for some of the specialised
terminology found in all of the 5 medical specialities that have been analysed for
this exercise.
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Table 2. Sample of PE proposals for specialised terminology

PE proposals for specialised terminology

Specialty Source term Plain English adaptation

Urinary retention (you are not

Urinary retention able to empty your bladder)

Anaesthesia and

o Cerebrospinal fluid
resuscitation

surrounding the spinal cord Fluid around the spine

Arrhythmias Irregular heartbeat

Perform an extraction of a

Take out a small sample
small amount

Clinical genetics

Injection Shot
Undergo an operation Have surgery
Contraceptive Birth control
Dermatology by intravenous infusion Through a vein
Waiver of the right to be Choosing not to receive
informed information
Catheters Thin plastic tube
Paediatric cardiology Sutures Stitches
Tamponade Blockage
water sac rupture Your water breaks

Amnioscope (a cone-shaped
tube with a light source to
look inside the womb during
pregnancy)

Obstetrics and

Amnioscope
gynaecology

Fluid Amniotic fluid

Focusing on anaesthesia and resuscitation, we find terms related to conditions such
as “urinary retention”, which could be provided with an explanation to adapt it into PE,
or “cerebrospinal fluid around the spine”, which could be simplified to make it more
understandable. In addition, the term “arrhythmias” should be avoided and, instead, an
explanation could be provided: “irregular heartbeat”.

Regarding the speciality of clinical genetics, terminology regarding procedures can
be found, such as “to perform an extraction of a small amount”. In this case, the sentence
could be adapted into “to take out a small sample”, which lowers the register. Moreover,
the use of the term “shot” is preferred to “injection”, since is not as specialised. Finally,
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the verb “to undergo an operation” could be replaced by the verb “to have surgery” for
the same reason as the previous case.

Moving onto dermatology, there are other examples of overly specialised terminology
that would need to be replaced by PE alternatives, such is the case of the term “contra-
ceptive”, which could be substituted by “birth control”. Furthermore, “intravenous” is
deemed as jargon as well, so the use of “through the vein” would be preferred in this
case. Finally, not all of the terminological adaptations are medical in nature, in fact,
some legal terms could also be modified, such as “waiver of the right to be informed”
which could be turned into “choosing not to receive information”, thus, avoiding the
verb “waiver” and providing an explanation.

The following speciality, which is paediatric cardiology, shows a high volume of
medical jargon related to instruments, procedures and conditions. One of the instru-
ments that are mentioned is a “catheter”. Nevertheless, instead of referring to this
instrument as such, it could be referred to as a “thin plastic tube”, that is, the concept
of “catheter” would be explained to the reader. In the next case, we find that the
original IC presents the need for “sutures” when the use of “stitches”, which is the
non-specialised term to refer to this concept, would be preferred. Finally, the term
“tamponade” should no longer be found in the adaptation. Instead, the term “block-
age”, which explains the concept, could be used.

Finally, focusing on the ICs belonging to obstetrics and gynaecology, further
terminological adaptations and modifications could be carried out. Some examples
could be the addition of an explanation for “water sac rupture”, which results in the
following sentence: “your water breaks”. A similar situation is found when it comes
to the instrument “amnioscope”, seen that another explanation could be included:
“amnioscope (a cone-shaped tube with a light source to look inside the womb during
pregnancy)”. Finally, when the IC refers only to “fluid”, in the PE version we could talk
about “amniotic fluid”, recurring, in this case, to the explicitation of the information.

The next aspects to be modified or adapted by translation students are section
titles, which need to be clear and concise in order to fragment information cor-
rectly. In this case, all titles that introduce a new piece of information are taken
into account and adapted following PE guidelines. Even though these ICs belong to
different specialities, most of them share the same general sections, specialities with
the exception of the speciality of obstetrics and genecology, which presents more
sections than the others.

InTable 3 some examples of the possible PE adaptations of titles found in ICs belong-
ing to all 5 specialities are included.
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Table 3. Sample of PE proposals for section titles

PE proposals for section titles

Speciality Source term

PE adaptation

Description

Description of the procedure

Anaesthesia and What does it involve?

resuscitation

What does the procedure
consist of?

Do you consent to the
procedure?

Do you give us your consent?

Patient-specific risks

What are the risks specific to
me?

Clinical genetics
& Short and medium-term

Which are the short and
medium-term benefits of the

benefits of the test
test?

Description of the procedure

Procedure description

Information regarding the

Concerning the patient patient

Dermatology

Information regarding the
doctor

What are the goals of this
procedure?

Concerning the doctor

What it aims to achieve?

Paediatric

. How does it work?
cardiology

How is the procedure done?

How long does the

i ?
How long it takes? procedure take?

What does the procedure

.
What is it? consist of?

Obstetrics and

How it works?
gynaecology

How is the procedure done?

What are the goals of this

What are the objectives? )
procedure?

In the case of anaesthesia and resuscitation, we find 3 adaptations. In particular,
the title “description” could be replaced by “description of the procedure”, which,
even though is not as concise as the original, provides more information and might
lessen the probability of confusion. In addition, we find a similar situation with the
title “what does it involve?” which could become “what does the procedure consist
of?”. Finally, instead of “do you consent to the procedure”, the PE adaptation could
be “do you give us your consent?”, which uses active voice and refers directly to the
patient reading the IC.

Regarding the clinical genetics’ ICs, 5 adaptations could be provided, some similar
to the aforementioned ones. For example, “Patient-specific risks” could be adapted to
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“what are the risks specific to me?” which might clarify the information the patient is
going to receive. The same methodology could be used for the following title: “short and
medium-term benefits of the test”.

Moving onto dermatology’s ICs, 6 adaptations are tagged. We find that the titles used
for some sections might not provide a clear enough description of the information that
is about to be provided. Thus, PE guidelines might suggest that an explanation would
be needed, resulting in the following titles: “description of the procedure”, “information
regarding the patient”, “information regarding the doctor”.

Paediatric cardiology’s ICs, in which 6 adaptations could be proposed, show that in
some of the section titles, the pronoun “it “is used, instead of referencing the procedure
the patient is about to undergo. Taking this into account, the suggested modifications
are based on referencing the procedure in the title, so there is no margin for confusion
for patients, or, in this case, parents or legal guardians.

Finally, the same situation is found when analysing the 7 titles tagged in both obstet-
rics and gynaecology’s ICs, where further clarification would be needed.

It should be considered that even though many of the main titles are worded differ-
ently, they introduce the same type of information. Thus, the same PE adaptations have
been proposed in order to ensure cohesion among the ICs.

Then, translation students are asked to look for PE alternatives for those structures
that might be deemed as problematic because they could hinder patients” comprehen-
sion. Some samples of possibly problematic structures are provided in Table 4.

Table 4. Sample of PE proposals for problematic structures

PE proposals for problematic structures

Speciality Source term PE adaptation
The technique involves The method consists on giving
Anaesthesia and administering you
resuscitation Inserting Putting in
Resulting Causing
Are obtained We will take
Clinical genetics Obtain Get
Required Needed
Producing Making
Dermatology Do not hesitate to ask Feel free to ask
Prone Likely
By means of Using
Paediatric Transient Short-term
cardiology The duration of the There is no set duration for the
procedure is variable procedure
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PE proposals for problematic structures

Speciality Source term PE adaptation
. To extract To take out
Obstetrics and To rectify To fix
gynaecology
To object to To refuse

Focusing on those found in ICs produced for the speciality of anaesthesia and resus-
citation, sentences such as “the technique involves administering” could be adapted
into “the method consists on giving you” by avoiding medical terms. Moreover, the
verb “to insert” could be avoided and substituted by “to put in”, which explicits the
information found in the original text. Finally, a similar situation is observed with the
verb “to result”, which could be ambiguous and therefore we suggest using “to cause”
in the PE version of the ICs.

Regarding the complex structures found in clinical genetics, some verbs that
might hinder comprehension are highlighted. The first is “to be obtained” that, even
though it might not pose further difficulty, could be substituted by “we will take”,
which uses active voice. Furthermore, seen that “to obtain” and “required” might
be considered from a higher register, the use of “to get” and “needed” is preferred.

Focusing on the following speciality, which is dermatology, 5 aspects of high
register are also adapted, such is the case for “to produce”, “do not hesitate to ask”
and “prone”, that should be no longer use in favour of “to make”, “feel free to ask”
and “likely”.

Afterwards, regarding the ICs belonging to paediatric cardiology, some examples
of the sentences that were adapted by using a lower register or providing explicitations
are the following: “by means of” could become “using” to provide a more concise
sentence. In addition, the adjective “transient” should no longer be used, an “short-
term” could be used to describe symptoms. Finally, “the duration of the procedure
is variable” could be adapted to “there is no set duration for the procedure”.

Finally, in the last pair of ICs, that are used for procedures in the obstetrics and
gynaecology speciality, the three main examples are verbs that should be adapted in
register. These are the following: “to extract”, “to rectify” and “to object to”, which
could be modified and replaced by “to take out”, “to fix” and “to refuse”.

Once the analysis has been completed, translation students would be able to prepare
a PE glossary in order to categorise all the information visually so they can use it more
efficiently in the future. This glossary, as can be seen in the sample provided in table 5,
would include the following information: source language, target language, PE adapta-
tion, category and medical speciality.
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Table 5. Sample of glossary

Sample Glossary

Source language

Target language

Plain English

Category

Speciality

o . Irregular , Anaesthesia and
Arritmia Arrhythmia heartbeat Terminology resuscitation
Inyeccién Injection Shot Terminology Clinical genetics

Anticoncepcién

Contraceptive

Birth control

Terminology

Dermatology

Sutura Sutures Stitches Terminology Paeqllatrlc
cardiology
Water sac Your water . Obstetrics and
Rotura de aguas Terminology
rupture breaks gynaecology
¢En qué What does it What does Lo Anaesthesia and
consiste el : the procedure  Section title e
. 5 involve? . resuscitation
procedimiento? consist of?
Procedimiento Procedure Description of Section title Dermatology
description the procedure
éCua_I es el What it aims to What are the L Paediatric
objetivo del X goals of this Section title .
o ) achieve? cardiology
procedimiento? procedure?
¢Como se . How is the S Obstetrics and
realiza el How it works? procedure Section title naccolo
procedimiento? done? &Y &Y
Insertar Inserting Putting in Verbs Anaesthgsu; and
resuscitation
Requerido Required Needed Verbs Clinical genetics
Predispuesto Prone Likely Verbs Dermatology
Transitorio Transient Short-term Verbs Pacdiatric
cardiology
Extraer To extract To take out Verbs Obstetrics and

gynaecology

4. MAIN CONCLUSIONS

As it has been established at the beginning of this chapter, the aim of this proposal
was to contribute to ensuring equitable access to healthcare by training translation
students in PE use and highlighting its relevance when writing ICs, which are a legal
requirement. These documents should be adapted to their recipients, that is, patients
from different languages and cultures. With this purpose, an analysis exercise has been
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proposed. This exercise consists of adapting ICs that have been previously translated into
English into PE. In order to complete this exercise, ICs belonging to the specialities of
obstetrics and gynaecology, anaesthesia and resuscitation, clinical genetics, dermatology
and paediatric cardiology currently used in the University Hospital La Paz of Madrid,
Spain, would be provided. In addition, students would have to study PE guidelines
published by official sources, such as Health Service Executive (2018) and Plain English
Campaign (n.d).

As aresult, students would be able to identify and classify the linguistic adaptations
necessary to transform texts filled with medical jargon in each speciality while high-
lighting how the use of PE contributes to removing terminological and cultural barriers
and promoting equality in informed decision-making. Furthermore, this exercise would
allow them to create their own PE glossary, which they could use as a reference when
adapting other specialised texts.

In short, we conclude that if true foreign-user inclusion is to be achieved, transla-
tors need to be further trained in the use of PE in medical translation. By making use of
strategies such as avoiding overly specialised terminology and medical jargon, as well
as providing more comprehensible syntactical structures, the main function of the text,
in this case, the IC, which is a legal requirement, might be protected.

Regarding the limitations of this research, the fact that it is a proposal needs to be
taken into account, seen that the results might vary when applying the exercise in class,
especially if students of different degrees, experience and specializations are chosen
and compared. In addition, the possible use of Al that they might do would need to be
considered.

Finally, there are some research perspectives for the future that could be explored,
such as the possibility of analysing more medical specialities or other documents that
are targeted to patients, such as health campaigns or instructions for medical procedures.
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1. INTRODUCTION

While rural decline in European societies is long-standing, it has received poor
attention. In fact, it is only recently that the key role of rural areas in the world’s sus-
tainability has been politically recognised, as mirrored by the addition of rural revival
into political strategies across policy scales: the European Union (EU) approved the
Rural Action Plan in 2021, and nation-states are positioning rural immigration as a
key factor for revival.

On the one hand, the EU promotes multi-level rural migration governance
through the funding of transnational projects. Following this logic, the bulk of migra-
tion management is re-scaled to the local level. On the other hand, Spain and Ireland
are amongst the countries developing national or local policies that acknowledge
the importance of immigration to counter depopulation or rural shrinkage (see the
Department of Rural and Community Development and the Gaeltacht, 2021 & the
Ministerio de Inclusién, seguridad social y migraciones, 2021). Along these lines,
some countries manage migration through the distribution of migrants to rural areas
within the framework of dispersal policies (Conticelli et al., 2019; Lardiés-Bosque
and del Olmo-Vicén, 2023).

In research, migration into rural areas has sparked substantial interest in recent
years, especially after the refugee reception crisis in 2015. These approaches tend to
analyse rural areas within the New Immigration Destination (NIDs) lens (see McAr-
eavey & Argent, 2018; Gauci, 2020; Urso, 2022). Yet, this narrow approach not only
obscures a demographic reality that has long defined rural areas, being international
immigrant destinations since before the 1990s (Simard & Jentsch, 2016), and shapes
rural areas as isolated social structures and as incapable of managing diversity
(McAreavey, 2017), but also instrumentalises migrants and disregards their agency
and their settlement experiences of exclusion (Egea & Kreichauf, 2024).
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1.1.  Obijectives and chapter structure

In this context, and in response to the questions framing this section of the manual
about barriers and effective management of cultural, ethnic and racial diversity; about
how to eliminate prejudices, disinformation / misinformation; and about the develop-
ment of inclusive practices and unbiased policies for multicultural multiracial multifaith
communities, the current chapter critically addresses the synergy between rural recep-
tivity and regeneration to underscore the limits of models advancing rural regeneration
through migration.

It specifically sheds light on migrant experiences of exclusion to highlight the press-
ing need to rethink current models. This is possible through a novel analytical framework
that focuses on the predatory inclusion that migrants are subjected to and the grassroots
practices of community space claims.

With this, the new model aims to uncover, first, how migrants are incorporated into
rural spaces under exploitative and precarious conditions — particularly in relation to
housing, employment, and social participation — while being systematically excluded
from full membership in the community.

Second, it reveals their active roles in place-making, challenging and transforming
exclusionary frameworks that shape them as passive and agentless actors (Ambrosini &
Hajer, 2023).

The chapter contributes to academic and policy debates in different ways. By analysing
the migration governance roles of rural areas within wider global restructuring processes,
it uncovers the global and active role of rural areas in migration and development studies
(Woods, 2018).This counters the limits of urban and state-centric traditional analyses that
narrowly shape rural areas as archaic, remote and monocultural structures and conse-
quently fail to depict the diverse rural realities (Holloway, 2007; Chakraborti, 2010).

The proposed analytical model seeks to refine and broaden the critical approach of
research in analysing the rural experiences of migrants. For policy, this means uncovering
the importance of treating rural areas not as mere secondary passive actors but as active
agents in migration and development management and thus, focusing on the implications
this may have for wider political attention and fairer resource allocation (Machold &
Dax, 2025). It also aims to challenge neoliberalist models that instrumentalise migrants
through regeneration plans (Triandafyllidou et al., 2024) and to give voice to migrants’
experiences, their exclusion and the structural inequalities in rural communities. To
achieve this, the chapter is structured as follows.

1.2. Chapter structure

First, | address receptivity and regeneration and highlight the neoliberal frame behind
this synergy. Second, I analyse migrant experiences of exclusion and marginality in rural
areas. Following this, | introduce a new approach that aims to challenge and reframe cur-
rent regeneration models. This novel framework links the concept of predatory inclusion
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(Taylor, 2019) with community-space-making practices to analyse migrants’ experiences
and roles — together with other rural community members — in challenging, resisting
and transforming these exclusionary frameworks. After the introduction of the framework,
| will offer three empirical cases to preliminarily illustrate its practical application. This
will serve as a potential empirical toolset for future research. The case studies include
the towns of 'Imaginacién’ and “Argila’ in Spain and ’‘Scéal’ in Ireland. The names of
the selected towns have been pseudonymised to preserve the confidentiality of research
participants and the anonymity of the communities involved.

The practical cases stem from several ethnographic fieldwork research stays in the
three municipalities between 2022 and 2025. The research included participant observa-
tion, over 80 semi-structured and unstructured interviews with rural community members,
social and political actors and experts; and group discussions: 5 with residents and 2
with community workers. Through my sustained presence in the field, | have extracted
in-depth insights into the complexities involved in rural experiences (Rauhut, Laine &
Gruber, 2023). | conclude the chapter by demonstrating how the findings and the practi-
cal application of the alternative framework build on and extend the current literature
on rural migration and development.

2. RECEPTIVITY IN AREAS IN NEED OF REGENERATION: THE NEOLIBERAL FRAME

Migration into declining rural areas unfolds in parallel with wider global processes:
first, through the capitalist transformation of the agri-food industry and the subsequent
heightened demand for migrant labour (Stenbacka & Hansson, 2022); second, through
the downscaling of migration management and social care services to local levels of
governance, and the widespread practice of policies of dispersal (Schmidtke, 2014).

Research has explored migrant-led revival (see Imperiale & Vanclay, 2016; Woods,
2018; Camarero & Sampedro, 2019) and has linked it to different actions: the attainment
of self-reliance and economic competitiveness, infrastructure revitalisation (Cochrane,
2007), private housing renovation (Urso, 2022), the antidote to rural ageing and depopu-
lation, or poor working force (Collado et al., 2004). Focusing on the demographic conse-
quences of rural immigration, some studies argue that international immigration offsets
female out-migration and contributes to a more balanced demographic representation
(see Hedberg & Haandrikman, 2024; Lardiés-Bosque & Del Olmo-Vicén, 2023). Yet,
these conclusions mostly follow growth paradigms (Tonts & Horsley, 2019) and overlook
the underlying factors of migrant rural settlement and receptivity.

More critical literature situates regeneration through migration within wider dynam-
ics of neoliberalism and structural inequalities. On the one hand, this research highlights
that current models of revitalisation overlook the structural factors that hinder the local
capacity of migrant reception and incorporation into society, eventually making revival
difficult (Pottie-Sherman, 2017; Glorius et al., 2020; Miellet, 2022). Years of political,
social and economic abandonment and unsuitable attention result in neglected communi-
ties with poor infrastructure and demographic conditions (Fiorentino, 2024). The lack of
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exogenous resources, with the only source of development coming from exhausted and
overburdened civil society (Laine, 2022; McAreavey, 2022; Egea, 2022), creates uneven
local responses, decreased political accountability and legitimacy (Herbert-Cheshire,
2000; Schmidtke, 2014; Careja, 2019) as well as aggravating power asymmetries (Herbert-
Cheshire, 2000). The characteristic close-knit social networks of rural areas, high levels
of social control, strict criteria of belonging and collective memories of socioeconomic
disadvantage may challenge migrant receptivity further (Glorius et al., 2020; Glorius et
al., 2021; Barberis & Pavolini, 2015).

On the other hand, the global context of these plans reveals a crucial incoherence
of today’s politics: the coexistence of anti-immigrant sentiment and the neoliberalist
tradition of shaping newcomers as self-sufficient, responsible tools (Pottie-Sherman,
2017). Neoliberalism ignores migrants’ agency, obscuring a reality in which rural
settlement may not be a fully deliberate decision. Processes of refugee dispersal or
even the location of industries that typically hire cheap and flexible migrant labour
in rural areas (Brovia & Piro, 2021) mean that migrants are either legally forced to
move or find themselves economically pulled to these areas in pursuit of job oppor-
tunities. These processes are not just coincidental outcomes but a deliberate logic
of power relations, evident in the creation of ‘dumping site destinations’ in areas in
need of revival through the settlement of unwanted populations (Cheshire & Zap-
pia, 2016). This practice has been advanced after the migration management crisis
of 2015 (Brovia & Piro, 2021; Corrado & Zumpano, 2021; Schemschat, 2021) in
the context of the ‘local turn’ in migration management and the tendency to ‘spread
the burden’ geographically through national dispersal programs to smaller spaces
undergoing population decline (Vifuela, 2022). Ultimately, migrants are coerced
into predatory and precarious forms of labour and housing, which serve to advance
both pubic and private interests (Taylor, 2019).

Most generally, regeneration-through-migration models disregard migrant agency,
their willingness to contribute, migration motives, and future (onward) mobility aspira-
tions. While refugees often show intentions of internal and international onward mobility
once granted asylum (De Hoon, Vink & Schmeets, 2021), the general migrant spatial
distribution reinforces the native population concentration patterns, mostly located in
cities (Vinuela, 2022).

In this context, putting pressure on migrant-led revival is not only a mistaken
policy but also a superficial and temporary attempt to address structural inequalities
that require more expansive approaches (Schemschat, 2021). This often overlooks
other factors that determine an area’s revival success, including geographic location,
economic appeal and institutional support (Bayona-i-Carrasco & Gil-Alonso, 2012).
The debates examined in this section point to the necessity to place more research
attention on the consequences of regeneration and shed light on migrant experiences,
which are more precarious in rural contexts, given the lack of support networks and
institutional aid (Chakraborti, 2010).
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3. MIGRANT EXPERIENCES: BEING ON THE MARGINS

Upon arrival, migrants enter host societies — even if only for a short period — and
assume different roles. However, their inclusion is only superficial and conditional, as
they gain precarious access to jobs and housing and have limited presence and repre-
sentation in the social space. Migrant incorporation is shaped under frames of crisis and
exceptionality, linking their presence to security issues (Corrado & Zumpano, 2021).

They experience racialisation, exclusion and are subject to processes of ‘Other-
ing’ in which their cultural differences are shaped as creating new social demands
and perceived as barriers to belonging to the host community (Lundsteen, 2022). This
relates to normative migrant ‘integration’ frameworks where incorporation is perceived
as a one-sided linear process (Shaffer & Stewart, 2021). These approaches benefit con-
temporary neoliberal structures of capital accumulation and the production of cheap
disposable labour (Hall, 2021). Being deeply embedded in neocolonial practices of
racial classification and domination (Ma, 2023), these mechanisms naturalise the divi-
sion between those who de facto belong to society and those migrant Others who do
not, requiring integration (Schinkel, 2018) and governance (Van Houdet, Suvarierol &
Schinkel, 2011). This hierarchisation unleashes a dichotomy between ‘bad’ and ‘good’
migrants (Schemschat, 2021), determined largely by pragmatic economic utility. While
perpetuating assimilationist expectations, it obscures migrant agency, the complexities
of their mobility and the underlying causes of migration.

Migrants experience conditional belonging and are located at the margins of society,
facing discrimination, differential access to employment rights and are located within
a precarious position in the rural economy (McAreavey, 2016). This often leads them to
compete with other marginalised groups over scarce resources in rural areas, aggravat-
ing already existing racial and social inequalities (Egea & Kreichauf, 2024, p. 2). Their
often-vulnerable legal statuses are used to justify and aggravate their [abour temporality,
and strong dependence on the employer, resulting in little power to choose and improve
their situations (Besbris et al., 2022). They often undertake undesirable tasks that the
native labour refuses to perform, as they involve low-paid, physically demanding jobs.
They occupy houses in poor living conditions with situations of overcrowding, abusive
rental prices, limited access to ownership of neglected and unmaintained houses, which
are costly to refurbish in rural. Additionally, their housing pathways are often spatially
isolated from the rural communities (Stachowski, 2020), markets characterised by rising
competition, unaffordability, exclusion and financialisation (Norris & Lawson, 2022;
Perruca, Freeman & Farha, 2023).

Migrants are active rural place-makers (Caglar & Schiller, 2018). They develop their
social connections and participate in social processes despite restrictions tied to their
vulnerable work, housing and social conditions. They contribute by filling up important
labour gaps in an increasingly precarious rural industry and by participating in the main-
tenance of neglected buildings and spaces. However, the instrumentalised and marginal-
ised positions they are forced to undertake show that their contributions are completely

225



IRIS EGEA

sidelined. The conditional inclusion and unequal treatment of migrants not only impact
their perceptions of social isolation and reduced sense of belonging but also aggravate
the existing inequalities of rural communities (Skaptadéttir, Innes & Woijtyrska, 2024)
that target unwanted minorities by casting them as outsiders based on the intersections
between their perceived racial and socioeconomic status (Hellgren & Gabrielli, 2021).
This overall situation increases migrants’ desires to continue their mobility and predestines
undesired outcomes for regeneration policies (Egea & Kreichauf, 2024).

4. A NEW CRITICAL LENS
4.1.  Predatory inclusion

Against the emergency approach that treats migrant presence as extraordinary and
works to normalise insecure working and living arrangements, and marginalised social
positions (Brovia & Piro, 2021), more attention needs to be shed on migrants’ precari-
ous experiences.

The term ‘predatory inclusion” advanced by Taylor’s renowned work Race for Profit:
How Banks and the Real Estate Industry Undermined Black Homeownership (2019)
can be applied to the study of how migration and regeneration dialogue in a rural
context. In fact, Egea and Kreichauf’s (2024) comparative study on rural Germany and
Spain introduces its application and reveals migrants’ realities of exploitation, exclusion
and dispossession. In its origins, the concept exemplified how Black and low-income
Americans gained conditional access to housing on racially exploitative terms. Similarly,
regardless of their status, migrants in rural areas come to be included in utilitarian terms
‘for (regenerating) the local economy and rural areas’ real estate market on exploitative
terms’ (Egea & Kreichauf, 2024, p.3).

This term allows a more comprehensive analysis of the instrumentalisation of
migrants in the labour and housing markets, their racialisation experiences (Ramsay,
2020; Ma, 2023) and their marginalisation vis-a-vis the temporal precarity they are
subject to, as they endure lengthy legal processes related to their statuses, waiting for
permanent housing and delayed and difficult socioeconomic mobility (Philipson Isaac,
2022; Shapiro, 2025). In this differential inclusion, migrants’ gender, race and class
intersect to shape their experiences (Anderson, 2013): Women often encounter ‘double
precarity” (Ferguson & McNally, 2015), navigating not only exploitative labour conditions
but also gendered expectations concerning caregiving responsibilities, domestic work,
and social visibility. In turn, this can deepen processes of social isolation while hindering
access to labour, housing opportunities and social networks (Goldar Perrote, Garvik &
Valenta, 2025). Men may be socially pressured to undertake breadwinner roles whilst
simultaneously experiencing marginalisation in low-wage labour markets and socially
isolated rural settings (Aure, 2016; Fiatkowska, 2019).

Therefore, incorporating predatory inclusion into the study of migrant experiences
offers a more comprehensive picture of their complex and intersectional experiences of
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precarity, while also recognising them as active agents. First, the term illuminates how
power operates differently across social positions and centres migrant voices and the strat-
egies they employ in navigating the rural labour and housing structures more extensively.
Second, it allows for making connections with similar vulnerable experiences of other
rural minorities and stigmatised groups, clearly reflecting that rural inequalities affect
communities beyond national origin differences (Melotti, 2023). This efficiently brings
forward a community and collective focus to studying racial exclusion and structural
inequalities. It also contributes to policy by challenging the neoliberalist models that
advance individualised and unrealistic expectations of migrant integration, explicitly
uncovering wider structural challenges.

4.2. Claims to community space-making

The general lack of research attention to migrant experiences and practices of
agency (Stachowski, 2020; Fratsea & Papadopoulos, 2021; Sotkasiira, 2023) brings
urgency to placing more attention on the multifaceted ways they endure and challenge
the processes of exclusion and bordering in the physical space. Like other members of
rural communities, migrants practice their citizenship through spatial practices as active
rural place-makers (Maestri & Hughes, 2017). This includes their navigation of preda-
tory inclusion through everyday struggles, acts of resilience and resistance. Studying
migrant responses to systems of exclusion through the spatial lenses reveals their claims
for further recognition in the community. They create or reclaim community spaces. An
action initially envisioned as a safe refuge from exclusionary frameworks eventually
becomes a productive space for new modes of representation, participation, solidarity
and belonging (Corrado, Caruso & Lo Cascio, 2023; Ward et al., 2024).

Examining their spatial claims as grassroots practices of community making in rural
areas can potentially bring relevant lessons for migration studies and practical approaches
to migration governance, community development and regeneration practices for dif-
ferent reasons.

First, this new lens uncovers the complexity of migrant experiences and their nuanced
positions, going beyond their legal status to reflect their practical citizenship (Hajer &
Broer, 2020) shared with the rest of the community. The community dimension allows
us to see how the reasons and the frequency of access to the public space are not deter-
mined by nationality but rather by the intersection of race, class and gender (Dassé,
2019), widening the analysis to broader structural inequalities that affect rural communi-
ties. This dimension situates migrants” experiences within wider structures of racialised
hierarchies, which sideline other rural minorities — such as Roma people. The fact
that migrants’” — and other racialised groups” — spatial claims are still suffocated by a
reality of misunderstanding, exclusion and dismissal brings urgency to the widespread
application of this framework. With this, migrants’ capacity for resistance is uncovered.
This view helps us see spatial reclamation beyond racist readings toward an active form
of citizenship.
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Second, this framework carries political implications, as it opens the debate on ques-
tions of belonging, the double standards involved in the acceptance of certain actions
over others, and the power structures that determine access to public space (Levine,
2015). This can benefit and lead to transformational action in declining and neglected
rural areas, as the creation of community space democratises the public sphere (Dassé,
2019). This aligns with principles of socio-spatial justice (Mahon, Woods, Farrell, Jones,
& Goodwin-Hawkins, 2023), since the construction of community space ensures a fair
and inclusive provision of socially valued resources (Soja, 2008).

The space-making acts foster and strengthen community interaction, leading
to common understanding and recognition among members in front of structural
inequalities. These actions are deeply political (Dadusc, 2019) and bring a much-
needed re-politisation of rural decline. Here, a spatially situated and individual
group’s struggle becomes an expansive push for collective representation, bringing
national political responsibility over the structural problems — abandonment, restruc-
turing processes and neoliberal practices — that created the locally experienced
exclusionary frameworks.

Overall, shedding light on everyday practices of community space-making claims
is key to uncovering the ways self-organised communities can destabilise practices
of bordering and strict conditions of belonging (Jones & Johnson, 2016; Yuval-Davis,
Wemyss, & Cassidy, 2018) toward a diverse and inclusive understanding of citizenship
and community spaces.

5. CASE STUDY SNAPSHOTS: SPAIN AND IRELAND

While most research attention has centred on Nordic rural areas, which recently
experienced a drastic increase in their immigrant population through dispersal poli-
cies (see Herslund & Paulgaard, 2021; Stenbacka & Hansson, 2022), rural Spain and
Ireland have had a long-standing migrant presence. However, only a few studies have
focused on international immigration in rural Ireland (see Woods, 2018; Morén-
Alegret et al., 2024) as most have centred on return migration and emigration (see
Ni Laoire, 2007; Murtagh et al., 2023). Likewise, there is a lack of studies examining
the impact of migrants in rural Spain (Collantes et al., 2013). The Spanish towns of
Imaginacién and Argila, and the Irish town of Scéal stand out for their established
history of migration and considerably larger migrant population than their respective
national averages.

Whilst presenting different local governance and social structures, the towns provide
a comprehensive application of the dynamics of receptivity and regeneration and the
novel framework of predatory inclusion and community space-making claims.

In the following section, I will first give an overview of the situation of the synergy
between receptivity and regeneration in each case study, and then apply the novel
approach to illuminate migrants’ experiences of exclusion and resistance and better
represent migrant incorporation in rural areas under regeneration models.
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5.1. Imaginacién, Argila and Scéal
5.1.1.  Receptivity and regeneration

Located in the north-eastern part of Spain, Imaginacion has a censused population of
2,540, of which migrants make up 17.72 per cent. In the same region, Argila has 2,565
censused inhabitants, with migrants accounting for 25.44 per cent of the population.
Scéal is located in the West of Ireland, with 2,762 inhabitants, where almost half the
population is of migrant origin. The towns’ main productive companies operate in the
manufacturing sector, including food processing and metalworking, and they mostly
employ migrant labour. Imaginacion’s social, demographic and economic structures
clearly need regeneration. The town has experienced population decline since the 1960s,
and, despite gradual increases thanks to immigration, its population has yet to recover
fully. In Scéal, longstanding political abandonment has fragmented the social fabric.
Many buildings are derelict, which deepens the national housing crisis that the town
experiences. In Argila, the tourist sector has rapidly expanded at the cost of the displace-
ment of the local population. Long-term housing availability has decreased and many
long-term leases have been unexpectedly terminated to the benefit of short-term rentals.

The three towns’ receptivity capacity is hindered due to their remote location,
insufficient transportation links and deficient connectivity. The migrant welcoming and
inclusion work is undertaken by an overburdened civil society. In Imaginacién and Argila,
migrants have arrived since the 1990s from Morocco, Eastern Europe and Latin America,
pulled by work opportunities. In Argila, since the 2010s, there has been an increasing
inflow of West African migrants from Senegal and Ghana working at the food-processing
plant. In Scéal, migrants come mainly from Pakistan and Syria, with a growing presence
of Polish butchers since Ireland’s introduction to the EU and Brazilian labourers in the late
2000s. Here, migrant presence has been established for longer, as Pakistani and Syrian
communities settled between the 1970s and the 1990s. Following this early wave other
labourers — often from disadvantaged socioeconomic backgrounds —came to work in
the food-processing industry. Since the early 2000s, Scéal has received asylum seekers
through dispersal in its accommodation centre.

The evolving demographic compositions of the towns have been mismatched by
shrinking and politically overlooked socioeconomic systems. This has contributed to
heightened competition and racial tensions over already exhausted resources.

5.1.2. Applying the predatory inclusion lenses to study migrant experiences

In the towns, migrants experience exclusionary belonging, conditional on their
unvalued contributions, and they remain sidelined from most social structures. Most
male migrants fill up labour needs at the main companies with low salaries and little
prospects for promotion, remaining confined to physically demanding jobs. Female job
positions are divided along racial lines, with white Eastern European women undertaking
‘front desk roles’ in hotels, Latin American women assuming care-related tasks in nurs-

229



IRIS EGEA

ing home settings and private homes and Muslim women conducting invisible ‘behind-
the-scenes jobs’, such as cleaning. Evidence from fieldwork observation and interviews
indicates that the last group is overrepresented in unemployment lists and employment
support programs. Their jobs are temporary, precarious and tied to informal contracts
with individual families, and their ability in the local language is low.

Alongside these precarious labour experiences, migrant communities have limited
social networks. Consequently, many migrant women experience double precarity as
they need to undertake caring tasks at home (Ferguson & McNally, 2015), which further
displaces them from the official job market. Moroccan women in Imaginacién and
Argila are mostly affected by this reality, given the heightened racist Islamophobia in
the Spanish context. Similarly, Scéal’ Pakistani and Syrian women, long-settled and part
of the welcoming community, are strongly stigmatised and reproached for their lack of
socioeconomic participation and local language proficiency. In the three towns, Muslim
women’s visible physical differences in dress and attire are portrayed as a cause for social
withdrawal and framed as impediments to their integration by the local community. This
process of marginalisation involves heightened social isolation and disorientation, low
autonomy, reduced opportunities to learn and practice the local languages, thus displac-
ing them from public participation and discourses. While Muslim women groups in the
towns are actively contributing to sustaining the local economies and social structures,
through their invisible labour and use of local services, they do that in silence and soli-
tude, and at the margins of society.

In Scéal, asylum seekers are a group who are strongly stigmatised, as they are often
framed as ‘leeches” who only stay temporarily. Their clear involvement in community-
making processes is frequently shaped as self-serving, suggesting that they participate
in community groups primarily until the termination of their asylum-seeking processes,
as these procedures require recommendation letters proving their active engagement
in community groups. Yet, despite their temporary statuses, asylum seekers contribute
significantly to the Scéal community: they sustain community groups that are experi-
encing gradual membership decline, support local businesses through the purchase of
food and essential services, help keep schools open, and generate employment in roles
linked to the supervision and administration of the asylum centre. Furthermore, after six
months since the start of their asylum processes, they are allowed to work. Neverthe-
less, the challenges and precarity inherent in their circumstances are largely dismissed,
reinforcing a dominant narrative that they are undeserving of the support they receive.

In Argila, the predatory inclusion that West African migrants experience is the most
striking. While their presence is not heavily problematised, stigmatisation operates more
subtly, manifesting in widespread misinterpretation of their public performances. The local
discourse assumes their needs and behaviours with a sense of pity rather than genuine
engagement. It seeks to silence their roles both symbolically, by downplaying their social
contributions and physically, by displacing their activities from community spaces. Many
of these migrants are recent arrivals, often single men, navigating the administrative and
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legal temporalities involved in family reunification (Philipson Isaac, 2022). This, combined
with their already stigmatised, hard jobs of slaughtering and packing chicken, lamb and
pork — particularly challenging for Muslim workers handling pork — contributes to their
reduced social networks. There is widespread racism in the rental market and long-term
accommodation availability is limited. This means that many of them stay temporarily and
informally at a co-ethnic’s apartment, and eventually share accommodation with other col-
leagues in overcrowding conditions. The company they work for is located at the outskirts
of town. Those without private transport — most cases — must either carpool with other
colleagues or walk along a very dangerous, unwalkable and poorly-lit main road frequently
used by trucks. This hazardous labour situation is disregarded by the company and local
authorities, leaving the safety responsibility to the workers themselves. Long day shifts and
physically demanding jobs exacerbate their social isolation, with few leisure activities and
spaces to decompress outside unhabitable housing arrangements.

The three towns present local populations that hold rather racist views toward
migrants, including shaping them as financial burdens, and the use of stereotyping
around their cultural features to advance processes of bordering and ordering (Lundsteen,
2022). These racist constructions spread and normalise unfounded racist discourses,
which ultimately reflect the detrimental effects of disinformation and sensationalist
discourses on community cohesion (Haw, 2019). In turn, migrants have access to lim-
ited rental opportunities, with cases of overcrowding. Given the lack of rental options
and substantial racism in the market, migrants aspire to acquire properties, but this is a
prolonged process regarding competitive acquisition and major and costly reconstruc-
tion of the facilities (Brovia and Piro, 2021). These precarious conditions are actively
shaped as migrants” individual responsibility, following models of one-sided integration
and migrant instrumentalisation (Shaffer & Stewart, 2021; Pottie-Sherman, 2017). This
situation results in little attachment to the communities, with migrants feeling tied to the
towns only temporarily due to their asylum status or employment. Most plan to continue
their mobility projects in search of better opportunities elsewhere.

The aforementioned cases highlight that, while all migrant groups are subject to
predatory inclusion, their experiences are further aggravated according to exclusionary
orderings of populations following racial orderings. Their marginalised circumstances
align with unwanted national minorities, such as Roma-origin people in Spain and the
Irish Travellers in Ireland, who are generally described as uncivilised, unintegrated, and
opportunistic, and are often accused of being involved in activities “outside the law”.

5.1.3.  Unravelling community space-making claims: towards fairer communities and
policies

Imaginacion, Argila and Scéal present numerous spatial claims. They include daily
acts, which often go unseen and ignored, such as the gathering of the food-processing
factory workers in areas where they get collected before their work shifts. Casual sponta-
neous organisations can involve the use of public infrastructure for the practice of sports
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against the lack of official, affordable and accessible sport facilities. These acts are often
stigmatised, misinterpreted and shaped as a threat to public order. Another type of claim
concerns structured actions in existing infrastructures organised by community groups.
Three examples will be facilitated to better understand the importance of practising
empirical research that looks at spatial claims as acts of agency, active representation
and resistance in front of predatory systems.

First, an organised community space claim can be found in Imaginacién. A transna-
tional pilot project aimed at migrant integration took place between 2021 and 2023. It
engaged Moroccan-origin women and retirees around mental health sessions. Despite its
restricted population access and the underlying power dynamics during the sessions, the
project can be understood as a community space claiming. It exposed and challenged
the predatory forms of inclusion faced by Moroccan women, and more generally contrib-
uted to deconstructing societal gender roles that impede women’s empowerment. First,
the project provided a platform that centred the voices and participation of a group that
is racially stigmatised and silenced. It gave visibility to their marginalised experiences:
their limited social networks and vulnerable socioeconomic and legal statuses. In turn,
this space shaped an opportunity for exchange, self-representation, mutual recognition
and understanding with other community members, while also fostering the growth of
social networks and social empowerment. During the conducted fieldwork, participants’
feedback celebrated the project’s production of a much-needed space for interaction
and bridge-building. Members expressed gratitude for getting to know their neighbours’
realities better, deconstructing prejudices and finding similarities beyond their differences.

Second, in Scéal, youth groups from vulnerable, racially stigmatised backgrounds
practice a spontaneous claim for space that often falls misunderstood and disregarded.
Teenagers from three different backgrounds - Irish Traveller origin, Eastern European
Roma and asylum seekers — gather around a hill in the town. This innocent form of
entertainment is misinterpreted by mainstream narratives as a violent, threatening act.
However, the reality is that these groups end up mixing and creating solidarity networks
as a mechanism of escape and resistance to the very same systems that exclude and
marginalise them. While the town offers sports facilities, they are not only costly and
remotely located but are also organised around a very rigid culture of community sport
that promotes white Irishness. Additionally, the town lacks accessible youth and civic
spaces. Through this act, while being overshadowed by racist discourses, these youth
groups are not only seeking representation but are also making visible an obstacle rel-
evant to the entire community: the lack of accessible leisure spaces.

In a similar unorganised and spontaneous manner, in Argila, the West African labour-
ers gather each Saturday in the town’s secondary school’s courtyard to play football.
While, at the start they jumped over the locked fence of the school facilities, after a
while, the school administration opened the gate, not necessarily to facilitate their access
but as a response to the fear of having the gates damaged. The political elites and other
community members framed this act as violent, uncivil behaviour. However, the games
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represent a simple claim for accessible recreational spaces, including more flexible
schedules, allowing workers to practice leisure activities outside tiring long workweeks.
Beyond recreations, these matches create inclusive spaces where other local youth are
invited regardless of their race or origin. This situation also reveals the broader conse-
quences of exploitative labour systems, where the question of temporality (Besbris et
al., 2022) is embedded in the power asymmetries that influence one’s access to formal
modes of social participation.

The cases described above highlight the need to apply the predatory inclusion to
illuminate migrants” precarious experiences, as well as the ways they navigate and resist
such unequal realities through their claims of community-space-making. The examples
show that exclusion goes beyond national origins and rather unfolds along racial lines
(Fennelly & Murphy, 2021; Hellgren & Gabrielli, 2021; Cretan, 2023), which further dem-
onstrates the need to apply race-sensitive intersectional lenses to the study of migrants’
experiences and resistance to predatory inclusion.

6. DiscussioN

Embedding the Chapter within the wider themes of this section of the manual, the
cases of Imaginacion, Argila and Scéal are particularly resonant to the questions raised.
First and foremost, the long-established diverse nature of the towns shows that the barriers
and obstacles of multicultural and multiracial communities do not stem from increased
diversity but are rather due to unsuitable policies and wider racialised power structures of
inequality (Elias & Scotson, 1994). This has important implications for current and future
research and public debates, and closely relates to the overarching theme of the section.

Through the practical application of the novel framework, the contribution has
detailed the challenges that contemporary rural multicultural communities face. At the
basis of the widespread policy models that foster regeneration through migration to
counter decline lies structural racialised exclusion and inequalities. These models not
only marginalise migrants but also force them into a conditional and predatory inclu-
sion. Despite actively contributing to rural life, they are sidelined from society and are
portrayed as passive and agentless actors. Most specifically, they have precarious access
to increasingly competitive housing and job markets. The diverse cases listed have under-
scored the intersectional experiences of exclusion that migrants and other non-migrant
racial minorities are subject to, according to their race, gender and socioeconomic status.
Indeed, while Muslim women’s public contributions are completely silenced based on
racist stereotypes around their religion, the Irish Travellers are marginalised because their
behaviours are considered uncivilised and threatening to the public order.

These realities of exclusion mirror the detrimental effects of contemporary neoliberal
policy agendas, which downscale responsibilities for regeneration and integration to the
individual level. Regeneration-through-migration models not only bring counterproduc-
tive results for rural revival agendas — such as heightening migrants’ desires for onward
mobility — but also deepen structural inequalities. Ultimately, the unequal social dynam-
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ics of the towns highlight the pressing need to rethink current migration and diversity
management policies. At the local and regional level, this requires a widespread racial
and cultural sensitisation of authorities and diversity management actors into migrants’
needs and their lived realities. It also involves creating and opening up inclusive com-
munity spaces while listening closely to the population’s needs. At the global level, it
consists in expanding and establishing a fair allocation of exogenous resources to the
already constrained endogenous approaches in rural towns.

Overall, new policy models should be informed by the inclusive nature of grassroots
practices and claims of community-making. The three case towns depict organised and
spontaneous community-making practices in which migrants and other rural community
members engage to navigate, resist and join forces against exclusionary systems. Events
such as informal football matches and emotional support sessions serve to expose exclu-
sionary realities, construct new spaces and adapt existing ones, and, above all, create
opportunities to build bridges, foster solidarity, understanding, and mutual recognition.
They are community-led, proactive forms of resistance and coexistence in the face of
oppressive systems.

Finally, at the heart of predatory inclusion in the towns is a reality in which neoliberal
systems of restructuring, power relations and the downscaling of migration governance
have furthered the spread of disinformation and sensationalist messages. These pro-
cesses advance and normalise racist and exclusionary discourses of belonging and have
proven to be extremely detrimental to rural communities. In these settings, the scarcity
of resources may exacerbate heightened competition and internal divisions, ultimately
reducing social cohesion and contributing to the problematisation of diversity. However,
the reality is that, in an era of global interconnectivity, rural settings have long been sites
of diversity. While so far neoliberal political agendas have failed to match these realities,
at a time when social polarisation is on the rise, new models are needed. These may
include the equitable provision of resources across all urban settings, as well as thorough
sensitisation programmes for key diversity-management actors on community and migrant
needs. Only by reclaiming political responsibility will rural communities be capable of
paving the way toward more inclusive societies and fostering sustainable rural pathways.

While this Chapter and the proposed new framework have sought to address some
of the most pressing contemporary questions related to diversity management, they have
also raised further questions that may be explored further. They relate to how and where
this framework can be applied and the implications it may have. More specifically:

1. As community inequalities are global issues, in which other settings could this
new framework be applied, and which transformations might it generate?

2. How can we promote regeneration in diverse communities while ensuring that
no one is left behind?

3. What implications might arise from adding race — rather than nationality — to
social and political agendas aimed at addressing community-making processes
and structural inequalities?
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7. CONCLUSIONS

This chapter has critically addressed the synergy between receptivity and regenera-
tion in rural Europe, highlighting the paradoxical and often exploitative role that migration
plays in rural development agendas. By elucidating migrant experiences in the towns
of Imaginacién, Argila and Scéal, this contribution has shown that rural regeneration-
through-migration plans often risk falling into the logic of predatory inclusion. As ine-
qualities are spatially produced, examining the spatial community-making claims that
migrants perform in the towns has uncovered their active roles as rural place-makers
and their acts of resistance and contestation to exclusionary systems.

On the one hand, analysing migrants’ inclusion into society with the predatory
inclusion lenses has elucidated how they are instrumentalised for economic and demo-
graphic objectives, while completely sidelining their broader needs, aspirations and
agency. In Spain and Ireland, migrants play a significant role in sustaining declining
rural communities through their labour power, contributing to the housing systems,
maintaining public infrastructures, or purchasing local services (Collado et al., 2004;
Cochrane, 2007; Urso, 2022). Nevertheless, their contributions are unrecognised, they
are excluded from the public space and face precarious access to the housing and labour
markets, where temporality, irregularity and undesirable living conditions persist (Philip-
son Isaac, 2022). This situation deepens migrants’ social isolation (Ferguson & McNally,
2015) and advances their desires to move elsewhere in search of better opportunities
(Egea & Kreichauf, 2024). Racial hierarchies, gender and power relations have proven to
specifically marginalise some over others, uncovering the multilevel, multidimensional
processes of migrant pathways (Laine, 2022) and the underlying intersectional nature
of their experiences. The predatory inclusion that migrants experience only aggravates
existing rural inequalities (Melotti, 2023) and the exclusion that other rural minorities
are subject to, whereby, for instance, Roma people and the Irish Travellers are cast as
outsiders based on racial and socioeconomic structures (Hellgren & Gabrielli, 2021).

On the other hand, the alternative analytical lens advanced in this chapter — linking
predatory inclusion with community-space-making practices — has illuminated how
migrants are active rural place-makers (Caglar & Schiller, 2018) who do not simply accept
their exclusion. Whilst being continually subject to the racist gaze of the native com-
munity, their grassroots spatial claiming practices simultaneously provide a refuge and
constitute a form of resistance to the systems that marginalise them. Through organised
initiatives in town facilities or through more spontaneous gatherings, such as inclusive
football matches, migrants create new modes of intersectional representation, solidarity
and recognition (Corrado, Caruso & Lo Cascio, 2023; Ward et al., 2024). By involving
other minorities and the community at large, their spatial claims call for more open,
accessible and expansive community spaces. These acts contribute to democratising and
re-politicising the declining rural public sphere (Dassé, 2019), making migrants’” active
role as rural place-makers further indisputable.
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The case towns analysed preliminarily illustrate the empirical application of the pro-
posed alternative framework in migration and development studies. Rather than seeking
conclusive findings, this new framework aims to guide future research toward centring
migrants’ experiences of precarity and the mechanisms they adopt to resist, challenge
and contribute to the wider society. By adopting an intersectional focus on predatory
inclusion and migrants” community-space-making acts, research can potentially uncover
often-overlooked realities of exclusion that operate across rural communities along
racial lines. The qualitative place-based and ‘subject-centred approach’ (Marrow, 2013)
fieldwork methodology selected for this contribution has comprehensively addressed
the complexities of migrant experiences and the local understandings and perspectives
of rural experiences (Whyte, Larsen, & Olwig, 2019). Its in-depth insights highlight
the need for more widespread application of qualitative space-based methodologies.
Such research methods can exhaustively represent the underlying realities of exclusion
and resistance, which would often go unseen through more detached methodologies.
Ultimately, by centring on rural towns, this chapter uncovers the different yet globally
interconnected and active roles of rural areas in managing migration and development,
challenging the inherent urban bias in migration studies (Woods, 2018).

Overall, this novel approach can potentially challenge normative integration mod-
els and neoliberalist structures that individualise migrant pathways, and conditionally
instrumentalise their presence while deepening their exclusion. Achieving this, however,
requires widespread political accountability and the provision of exogenous resources
to the already overburdened bottom-up initiatives. This expansive approach can foster
community-oriented policies that learn from and expand existing community-space
claims as a form of bridge-building. By putting socio-spatial justice at the centre of any
community-development model, future pathways for equitable inclusion and sustainable
rural communities can be created.
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1. INTRODUCTION

In developed countries, society is currently founded on the principles of equity,
respect, and tolerance in all areas that comprise it (Ferrajoli, 2019). These circumstances
have made education in general the necessary means for building a solid future, with
developed nations undergoing significant transformations to accommodate and educate
each and every one of their individuals (Morales, 2020).

In this context, the Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UN, 1948) was adopted,
which recognizes three fundamental rights: the right to equality (Article 1), the right to
move freely between countries (Article 13), and the right to education (Article 26). These
rights are the foundation of this work, which focuses on students of Romanian origin in
the province of Ciudad Real between 2004 and 2020. The period chosen reflects the fact
that in 2004 Spain began to experience a significant wave of Romanian immigration, a
phenomenon without precedent in the country. This shift had a considerable impact on
the field of education. The migration policies and education laws implemented thereafter
(2006, 2013, and 2020) were required to accommodate this new reality.

1.1. Background
1.1.1.  Inclusive Schooling: Concept and Legislation Development

Over the last few decades, in response to the processes of exclusion that occurred in
the early stages of universal education, a socio-educational shift towards normalization
has been observed, leading to the development of the principle of integration. As a result,
in the 1990s, the inclusive school model emerged from the perspective of School for All,
an idea first introduced at the World Conference on Education for All, held in Jomtien
(Thailand) (Lorente and Sales, 2017). This is the context in which Romanian students
who arrived in Spain at the end of the last century, and who have continued to do so to
the present day, find themselves. These students have undoubtedly faced the challenge
of adapting to a gradual process of cultural, social, and educational integration.
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As a consequence, the Ley Organica 2/2006 (LOE, 2006) [organic law] represented
a turning point, as attention to diversity was approached from the perspective of inclu-
sion rather than mere integration (Garcia, 2017). Accordingly, in order to guarantee
educational equity, Title Il of the LOE (2006) referred to students requiring specific
support due to particular social circumstances, as well as those entering the Spanish
education system at a later stage. The latter was the case for a significant proportion
of Romanian students who, in recent decades, have been incorporated into Spanish
classrooms.

Subsequently, the Ley Orgdanica 8/2013 (LOMCE, 2013) [organic law] adopted a
more comprehensive approach to addressing diversity by incorporating students with
specific learning difficulties into the scope of priority attention (Gémez, 2021). The social
and educational context in which the LOMCE (2013) was developed coincided with
a very stable period in terms of the number of students of Romanian origin enrolled in
Spain. This stability, supported by sustainable education, enabled the permanence and
academic success of a group that had been integrated into Spanish classrooms for a
decade (Anguita & Navarro, 2019).

Finally, LOMLOE (2020) will serve as the guiding educational framework for the com-
ing years. This legislation development once again underscores the principles of equity
and educational inclusion. From the perspective of attention to diversity, it emphasizes
the need to individualize teaching and learning processes, incorporating adaptations
and adjustments for students with special educational needs (SEN students) in post-
compulsory education stages (Gémez, 2021).

In any case, the inclusive approach that frames new educational strategies at both
international and national levels also has regional implications. This is de case of the
Autonomous Community of Castilla-La Mancha, which has Decreto 85/2018 [Decree
85/2018] and Resolucién of 26/01/2019 [Resolution of January 26, 2019].

According to the aforementioned Decreto 85/2018, actions in the field of educa-
tional inclusion must be undertaken with a preventive and community-based approach
from the moment difficulties in following the standard curriculum are identified. The
aim is to introduce and develop elements that favour the conception and practice of
educational inclusion in classrooms in the Castilla-La Mancha region through various
measures. In turn, the Resolucién of 26/01/2019 regulates the schooling of students who
require individualized and extraordinary measures for educational inclusion, based on
the provisions set out in Decreto 85/2018.

1.1.2. The presence of Romanian Population in Spain

Romanian emigrants have exhibited the highest levels of mobility within the European
Union and are among the largest immigrant groups in Spain (Suiu, 2019). Thus, since 1990,
the arrival of immigrants of this nationality has been consolidating throughout the decade,
reaching a migration peak between 2002 and 2006, which could extend until 2008 (Caeiro,
2010). Among the most frequently cited reasons to explain Romanian migration to Spain
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is the linguistic proximity between Romanian and Spanish (Garris, 2012). However, the
reasons of Romanian settlement in Spain go beyond the linguistic factor.

According to current data from the Spanish National Institute of Statistics (INE),
there are 620,463 Romanian nationals living in Spain, with the Community of Madrid
being the preferred geographical area for this group (INE, 2024). It is worth noting that
this figure once reached nearly 900,000 registered citizens (INE, 2012). The municipality
of Coslada, located in the Madrid region, initially served as a focal point for Romanian
migration, with the minority Adventist Church playing a key role in the development of
social networks (Garris, 2012).

Another region with a significant Romanian presence is the Valencian Community,
particularly in the provinces of Valencia and Castellon de la Plana. As in the Community
of Madrid, Bucur (2011) notes that migration to Castell6n de la Plana also involved a
strong religious component linked to the Adventist Church.

The Autonomous Community of Aragon, and more specifically the province of
Zaragoza, also attracted the Romanian community. Garris (2013) observes that this
community integrated into local society in Zaragoza through sociocultural associa-
tions, religious affiliations such as the Romanian Orthodox Church, as well as through
political parties.

Alongside the Community of Madrid, the Valencian Community, and Aragon, other
important areas receiving Romanian immigration include Catalonia and Castilla-La Man-
cha, particularly the province of Ciudad Real. With regard to Catalonia, Pajares (2006)
highlights that Romanian migration to Spain was driven by several factors, among them
the belief that Spain —and Catalonia in particular — offered sufficient employment
opportunities.

Furthermore, within the Autonomous Community of Castilla-La Mancha, the prov-
ince of Ciudad Real became a destination for Romanian migration, attracted by a labor
market tied to the primary sector, its proximity and good transport links to Madrid, and
its low housing prices (Anguita & Navarro, 2019).

From a broader perspective, between 2008 and 2016, as a result of the global eco-
nomic crisis, there was a general decline in the foreign population. According to data
from the INE (2024, 2012), Spain is estimated to have currently lost approximately 30%
of its registered Romanian population.

1.1.3. Programa de Lengua, Cultura y Civilizacion Rumana: A Model of Inclusive
Education

As previously mentioned, it was essentially since the beginning of the 21st century,
and more sporadically towards the end of the 20th, when migrants from diverse origins
began to arrive in Spain.

The initial large-scale arrival of this population prompted the necessary amendment
of the Ley de Extranjeria [Immigration Law] in force at the time (Ley Orgdanica 4/2000).
At the beginning of the 21st century, the scale of incoming migration was still unknown.
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Therefore, in 2009, following the onset of the global economic crisis in 2008, which
severely impacted the global economy for more than a decade, new internal and external
migration flows would require a further reform (Ley Organica 2/2009) and subsequent
measures (Real Decreto 557/2011, Real Decreto 903/2021, and Real Decreto 2/2025).

In terms of education, although the first Romanian students enrolled in Spanish
schools followed the legislation in force at that time (LOGSE, 1990), it would be the LOE
(2006), LOMCE (2013), and the more recent LOMLOE (2020) laws, those that would
have the greatest impact on the integration of Romanian students.

Initially, the children who arrived were not born in Spain, did not speak the Span-
ish language, and in most cases, their families had not yet regularized their legal status
(Anguita & Navarro, 2019; Marcu, 2013). It was not until 2007 that Romanian immigration
achieved a certain level of stability across Europe, and consequently also in Spain, following
Romania’s accession to the European Union. That year marked a turning point and a period
of stability for a population that had been enduring challenging circumstances. In that
same year, the Programa de Lengua, Cultura y Civilizacion Rumana [Romanian Language,
Culture, and Civilization Program] (hereinafter PLCCR) was established under Govern-
ment Decision 857 of the Romanian Government (Hotdrare 857/2007). Concurrently, a
joint declaration was signed between the Romanian Ministry of Education, Research, and
Youth and the Spanish Ministry of Education and Science. Subsequently, the Romanian
Government issued a series of Decisions and Orders with the objective of consolidating
the program (Hotarare 454/2008; Ordin 4276/2008; Ordin 4277/2008; Ordin 5351/2009).

In Spain, although the Romanian population was already considerable in almost
all regions by 2007, totaling 527,019 individuals (INE, 2007), only Madrid, Castilla-La
Mancha, and Catalonia were pioneers in the implementation of the PLCCR (Romanian
Consulate in Ciudad Real, 2021).

Within Castilla-La Mancha, only the provinces of Toledo and Ciudad Real initially
adopted this educational initiative. It should be pointed out that in 2007 there were
60,682 people from Romania residing in Castilla-La Mancha: 22,887 in Toledo and
14,320 in Ciudad Real (INE, 2007). However, Anguita (2016) notes the existence of
numerous illegal settlements of Romanian citizens in Ciudad Real that were not registered
in the census, as well as many seasonal workers who moved back and forth depend-
ing on the agricultural cycles. Over time, the other provinces in the region, Albacete,
Cuenca, and Guadalajara, gradually joined the program. Today, the PLCCR is delivered
in 30 localities (Institutul Limbii Romane, 2020).

As stated on the Education Portal of the Junta de Comunidades de Castilla-La Man-
cha (2025):

El programa de Ensefanza de Lengua, Cultura y Civilizacién Rumana (ELCO) se establece
en el marco bilateral del Convenio de cooperacion cultural y educativa entre Rumania y

Espana de 1995 y el Programa de cooperacién educativa y cultural de 2005 entre el Gobi-
erno de Rumania y el Gobierno de Espafa para 2005-2008 y su prérroga posterior (p. 1).

Among its objectives, the primary one is:
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Facilitar e impulsar el conocimiento de la lengua, cultura y civilizacién rumana al alum-
nado de Rumania escolarizado en centros educativos castellanomanchegos preferentemente
en los niveles de Educacién Primaria, Secundaria y Bachillerato, asi como al alumnado no
rumano que lo desee (p. 1).

This information shows that, prior to the implementation of the PLCCR in 2007, there
had already been a formal agreement. Nevertheless, educational relations between Spain
and Romania officially began in 1995 (Anguita, 2016). This serves to confirm the demo-
graphic data concerning the substantial Romanian presence in Spain since the late 20th
century. The unrelenting growth of this community resulted not only in the implementation
of the program but also in its consolidation and continuation to the present day across 13
of Spain’s 17 autonomous communities: Andalucia, Aragén, Asturias, Cantabria, Castilla-
La Mancha, Catalufia, Canary Islands, La Rioja, Comunidad de Madrid, Murcia, Navarra,
Pais Vasco, and Comunidad Valenciana (Institutul Limbii Romane, 2020).

Given the dates of implementation of the PLCCR, it can be stated that the changes
related to inclusive education introduced by the LOE (2006) and continuing to the
present have made it possible for curricular education to coexist with the extracur-
ricular education provided by the PLCCR. This program is offered from Early Childhood
Education through to Baccalaureate, with a frequency of two hours per week (Junta de
Comunidades de Castilla-La Mancha, 2025). The program is not exclusively aimed at
students of Romanian origin or those whose parents are of that nationality; it is also open
to other students within the educational community. In fact, during the first academic
year in which it was launched, the student body comprised individuals from diverse
nationalities, including Spanish, Ukrainian, Moroccan, and Moldovan, among others
(Consulate of Romania in Ciudad Real, 2021).

Evidence of the program’s inclusive nature lies precisely in the treatment it receives
from the Junta de Comunidades de Castilla-La Mancha in the Instrucciones de la Direc-
cion General de Inclusion Educativa [Instructions from the Directorate-General for
Inclusive Education] concerning the PLCCR. Moreover, its commitment advocates for
two fundamental aspects. On the one hand, that students can learn about their culture of
origin and be accepted into the host culture; and on the other, to promote intercultural
education, fostering values of respect among the different cultures that coexist within and
beyond the school environment (Junta de Comunidades de Castilla-La Mancha, 2025).

It is precisely the intercultural component that will be essential in ensuring that inclu-
sivity goes beyond mere coexistence. Leiva (2017) argues that interculturality is the back-
bone of inclusive education, based on an approach whose aim is not simply to observe
cultural differences and, from there, seek common ground and adapt to both foreigners
and locals. His proposal stems from the idea that individuals should not have to sacrifice
their cultural background in order to become part of another; in other words, his view is
that all cultures should be welcomed from the outset, advocating principles such as respect
and democracy, and giving prominence to emotions and critical thinking. These ideas are
echoed by Chavarro-Bermudez et al. (2020), who consider that failing to meet inclusivity
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criteria would lead to exclusion, segregation, and discrimination of students. For all these
reasons, the PLCCR has been conceived and developed in a coherent and consistent way;
however, to this day, it is not part of the official curriculum. This fact leads Leiva (2017) to
consider that the countries of the European Union, including Spain, still lack an intercul-
tural curriculum. For now, within the educational sphere, interculturality and inclusivity
are mainly addressed through social and civic competencies in a cross-curricular manner.

The continued existence of the PLCCR owes much to its solid design and the agree-
ments established between Spain and Romania. However, its persistence over time and in
certain locations has depended, and will continue to depend, on the number of students
interested (Goenechea & Iglesias, 2017).

Although Ciudad Real, as previously indicated, is a province that has received signifi-
cant Romanian immigration from the beginning, the distribution of this population is not
homogeneous across its different municipalities. Between 2004 and 2020 the locations
have remained largely the same, and consequently, many of the original educational
centers that hosted Romanian students and offered the PLCCR have continued to do so.

The new educational law, LOMLOE (2020), strongly supports inclusive education.
Among its objectives is to ensure a curriculum structure that serves inclusive education
and aligns with the acquisition of competencies, while also valuing diversity. This diversity
encompasses all citizens within Spanish territory, regardless of their origin. Although this
type of education is significantly reinforced and schools are urged to include measures
that guarantee inclusion, programs such as the PLCCR still do not appear in the official
curriculum offering. However, those schools where the program is delivered provide
their facilities for it to take place.

2.  MEeTHODOLOGY
2.1. Obijectives

The objectives of this research are as follows:

e Toanalyze the number of Romanian students enrolled in compulsory education
in the province of Ciudad Real between 2004 and 2020.

* To examine how the PLCCR has evolved in the province of Ciudad Real since
its initial implementation, taking into account the regulatory developments in
inclusive education.

e To assess the impact that the PLCCR has had on Romanian students in the
province of Ciudad Real between 2004 and 2020.

2.2. Type of Research

According to the classification established by Haro et al. (2024), this study adopts a
quantitative approach. Regarding its purpose, it would be descriptive, and additionally,
based on its temporal scope, it would be longitudinal.
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2.3. Scope and Sample

This research is contextualized in the province of Ciudad Real, located in the Autono-
mous Community of Castilla-La Mancha (Spain), being the unit of analysis the Roma-
nian students enrolled in compulsory education (Primary Education and Compulsory
Secondary Education).

The sample of the study includes all Romanian students enrolled in the 282 primary
and secondary schools where this nationality is present in the aforementioned province
between the years 2004 and 2020.

Table 1. Distribution of the sample by academic year and educational stage

TOTAL/YEAR GENDER PRIMARY SECONDARY TOTAL
2004-2005 313 132 445
Total Male 166 74 240
Total Female 147 58 205

2005-2006 537 223 760
Total Male 265 115 380
Total Female 272 108 380

2006-2007 810 310 1120
Total Male 404 152 556
Total Female 406 158 564

2007-2008 1122 470 1592
Total Male 556 228 784
Total Female 566 242 808

2008-2009 1081 459 1540
Total Male 551 228 779
Total Female 530 231 761

2009-2010 1077 454 1531
Total Male 572 214 786
Total Female 505 240 745

2010-2011 1091 490 1581
Total Male 579 242 821
Total Female 512 248 760

2011-2012 1074 557 1631
Total Male 556 275 831
Total Female 518 282 800

2012-2013 1005 579 1584
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TOTAL/YEAR GENDER PRIMARY SECONDARY TOTAL
Total Male 522 290 812
Total Female 483 289 772

2013-2014 1117 631 1748
Total Male 585 323 908
Total Female 532 308 840

2014-2015 1084 649 1733
Total Male 571 322 893

Total Female 513 327 840

2015-2016 1085 618 1703
Total Male 557 313 870
Total Female 528 305 833

2016-2017 999 581 1580
Total Male 531 297 828
Total Female 468 284 752

2017-2018 935 552 1487
Total Male 490 290 780
Total Female 445 262 707

2018-2019 797 524 1321
Total Male 412 264 676
Total Female 385 260 645

2019-2020 696 555 1251
Total Male 363 285 648
Total Female 333 270 603

Note. Own elaboration based on data from the Department of Education of Castilla-
La Mancha.

As can be observed, given the longitudinal scope of the study, the sample data
presented in Table 1, organized by academic year, gender, and educational stage, offer
a detailed view of the evolution of Romanian students in the classrooms of the province
of Ciudad Real between 2004 and 2020.
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3. DATA ANALYSIS AND RESULTS
3.1. Contextualization

The year 2007 stands out as a milestone in Romania’s history following its accession
to the European Union. From that moment onward, three fundamental pillars, namely,
the economy, politics, and education began to stabilize within the new framework.

Spain plays a significant role in Romania’s foreign relations, due in part to the pres-
ence of nearly one million individuals who comprise the Romanian diaspora in the
country. These figures make this foreign community the largest in Spain and place it as
the second-largest recipient of Romanian population in Europe, only behind Italy (Min-
isterio de Asuntos Exteriores, Unién Europea y Cooperacién, 2021). The magnitude of
Romanian immigration in Spain and its impact on the labor market prompted the signing
of an agreement aimed at regulating and managing labor migration flows between Spain
and Romania (Acuerdo entre el Reino de Espana y Rumania relativo a la regulacion y
ordenacion de los flujos migratorios laborales entre ambos Estados, 2002).

Until 2007, the presence of the Romanian community in Spain was characterized
by widespread irregular immigration, which was difficult to control, with minors being
the most vulnerable group. Consequently, the Spanish and Romanian governments were
compelled to regulate three essential areas. First, it was necessary to protect unaccompa-
nied minors, leading to the negotiation of an agreement that began in 2005 and that was
formalized the following year (Acuerdo entre Rumania y Espafia sobre cooperacion en el
ambito de la proteccion de los menores de edad rumanos no acompanados en Espana, su
repatriacion y lucha contra la explotacion de los mismos, 2006). Second, it was imperative
to regulate Social Security so that Romanian workers could benefit from a legal framework
guaranteeing their rights; negotiations began in 2006 and were not ratified until two years
later (Instrumento de ratificacion del convenio de Seguridad Social entre Espafna y Rumania,
2008). Third, urgent measures were needed to regulate and promote cooperation in com-
bating crime, as crime rates rose sharply and public concern increased in Spain. To this
end, an agreement was reached in 2006, which entered into force in 2007 (Convenio entre
Espafa y Rumania sobre la cooperacion en materia de lucha contra la delincuencia, 2007).

In the context of the instability and legal vacuum that characterized the early stages
of Romanian immigration to Spain, official data were scarce. According to the figures
available, in 2004 there were 5,056 Romanian nationals registered in the province
of Ciudad Real (INE, 2020a), of whom 445 were enrolled in Primary and Secondary
Education. Fifteen years later, in 2020, the registered Romanian population in the prov-
ince under study had risen to 13,253 (INE, 2020b), with 1,251 students enrolled in the
aforementioned educational stages.

Over the period from 2004 to 2020, the number of Romanian students fluctuated
(see Table 1). Their rapid initial growth prompted the establishment of the Programa de
Lengua, Cultura y Civilizacién Rumana, which continues to operate alongside formal
regulated education to this day.
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3.2. Evolution of Romanian Students in the Province of Ciudad Real (2004-2020)

As a result of all the above, it is essential to understand the trends in enrollment of
Romanian students in the 282 Primary and Secondary Education schools in the province

of Ciudad Real between 2004 and 2020.
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Figure 1. Evolution of Romanian student enrollment in Ciudad Real.
Primary and Secondary Education

Note. Own elaboration based on data from the Department of Education of Castilla-
La Mancha.

Figure 1 illustrates the four phases of evolution over the fifteen-year period examined.
The first phase can be identified with the rapid increase of Romanian students between
2004-2005 and 2007-2008. These initial years coincide with the massive influx of
Romanian immigrants to Spain, which, although it began to be regulated under the Ley
de Extranjeria [Immigration Law] (Ley Organica 4/2000), migratory flows did not enter
a phase of greater control and stabilization until Romania’s accession to the European
Union in 2007, facilitated by the implementation of European policies.

The 2007-2008 academic year marked the beginning of a second phase, charac-
terized by the onset of stability and a total of 1,540 enrolled students. It was also in
that year that the PLCCR began to be implemented, with Ciudad Real being one of the
pioneering provinces (Anguita, 2016). The population stability at the school level also
reflects the impact of the aforementioned social measures and agreements (enhancing
protection for unaccompanied minors, regulating Social Security, and controlling crime).

The 2013-2014 academic year marked the beginning of what could be considered a
third phase, showing a clear upward trend. That year and the two that followed, the num-
ber of Romanian students enrolled in compulsory education in the province of Ciudad
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Real reach its peak, with figures rising to 1,748 (2013-2014), 1,733 (2014-2015), and
1,703 (2015-2016). This may be attributed to the end of the moratorium in December
2013 which had restricted access for Romanian citizens seeking salaried employment
(Anguita, 2016).

The fourth phase can be identified with the beginning of a new decline in
the number of Romanian students, a decrease that would be slow but steady. In
2016-2017, there were 1,580 students enrolled in compulsory education; a year
later, the number dropped to 1,487. In 2018-2019, the downward trend continued,
with 1,321 students enrolled, 1,251 in 2019-2020. In other words, between 2015
and 2020, around 500 students were lost, returning to figures similar to those of the
2006-2007 academic year, just before the significant increase in Romanian students
in Ciudad Real’s classrooms.

3.3. The Programa de Lengua, Cultura y Civilizacion Rumana in Ciudad Real
(2004-2020)

The PLCCR is an extracurricular program that runs parallel to the formal educa-
tion received by Romanian-origin students. Since its launch in 2007, with a total of
1,500 students enrolled in Madrid, Castilla-La Mancha, and Catalonia (Romanian
Consulate in Ciudad Real, 2021), the PLCCR has grown both in the number of stu-
dents and the number of autonomous communities and localities where it is offered.

In the case of the province of Ciudad Real, three clearly different periods can be
identified. The first period covers the academic years from 2007-2008 to 2011-2012,
with an average of 340 enrollments per year. The second spans from 2012-2013 to
2016-2017, with an average of around 500 students. Finally, the third runs from
2017-2018 onward, with figures of around 400 and a downward trend. There are
three academic years for which no data are available. The first, 2007-2008, was a
pilot year, and no disaggregated totals were recorded. The other two are 2013-2014
and 2014-2015. Although no specific student data were obtained for these years,
data on participating schools were available; and along with 2012-2013, they are
among the most prolific years.

Over the thirteen-year period from 2007 to 2020, taking as a reference the sample
of Romanian students enrolled in Primary and Secondary Education alongside with
those participating in the PLCCR, the data reveal that only a small proportion chose to
take part in the program.
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Figure 2. Comparison of Romanian Students in Primary=Secondary Education vs.
PLCCR Enrollment

Note. Own elaboration based on data from the Embassy of Romania in Spain and the
Department of Education of Castilla-La Mancha.

In the 2012-2013 academic year, the PLCCR was delivered in 13 Primary and Sec-
ondary Education centers in the province of Ciudad Real, a figure that matches that of
2019-2020, although the number of enrollments was higher in 2012-2013, with a total
of 533 students. In 2013-2014, the number of participating schools increased to 20,
and in 2014-2015 it rose to 22. From that year until 2018-2019, the number of schools
slightly decreased, although it remained higher than the initial years. Between 2015-2016
and 2018-2019, the number of participating schools was 15, 19, and 18, respectively.

4. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

From a migration perspective, Spain ranked as the second most preferred destination
for immigrants, after the United States, between the late 20th and early 21st centuries.
Projections to 2050 suggest a general decline in immigration from Eastern Europe, largely
due to the aging of populations such as those of Romania and Bulgaria in the coming
decades (Fernandez et al., 2019; Fernandez, 2021). In fact, the Romanian population
in Spain decreased by 13%, primarily as a result of three factors: loss of employment
or access to unemployment benefits; having accumulated sufficient savings to return to
Romania with a reasonable guarantee of quality of life; and the need to return to care
for elderly relatives in light of the crisis in Romania’s healthcare system (Lépez de Lera &
Pérez, 2015). All of this has logical repercussions in the field of education. It is also worth
noting that the stability observed in the number of Romanian students between 2008
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and 2012 may be due to the fact that a large proportion of their parents were employed
in agriculture, which was one of the sectors least affected by the major economic crisis
of those years (Torres, 2012).

Romanian migration in Ciudad Real has reshaped the educational landscape of this
province in Castilla-La Mancha. The longitudinal study carried out provides a clear picture
of how Romanian students in Primary and Secondary Education evolved between 2004 and
2020. In other words, it offers a comprehensive overview of their presence in Spain’s compul-
sory education system within the regulatory frameworks of the LOE (2006), LOMCE (2013),
and LOMLOE (2020). In this regard, the first objective set out for the study has been fulfilled.

Following an examination of the extent to which Romanian students are present
in classrooms across the province of Ciudad Real, it becomes clear why educational
policies and measures have played a decisive role in supporting the inclusion of a large
number of Romanian school-age children at stages where education is compulsory in
Spain. In this regard, the system has gradually been equipped with resources tailored to
the needs of a modern society that is part of the European Union, both at national and
regional levels. The implementation of the PLCCR in 2007 was a response to the growing
number of students with diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds. While the program
fulfils its inclusive purpose, the number of students attending its classes is not as high as
might be expected. This raises the question of whether mainstream Primary and Second-
ary Education, with its own resources, has managed to address the inclusive needs of
the Romanian student community in the province of Ciudad Real. The evolution of the
PLCCR appears to suggest that it has. In this case, the second and third objectives of the
study would likewise be met. However, the future of the program remains to be seen, as
there has been no significant increase in the number of students enrolled in the program
since its implementation in the province of Ciudad Real (see Figure 2).

According to the data obtained, it can be concluded that the number of enrolled
students has fluctuated slightly over time, followed by a final period, within the timeframe
of this study characterized by a downward trend. In any case, the proportion of students
choosing to participate in the PLCCR remains very low compared to the total number
of Romanian students. These findings should be compared with similar programs in
Castilla-La Mancha, such as the Programa de Lengua Arabe y Cultura Marroqur [Arabic
Language and Moroccan Culture Program], which also aims to support the educational
and social inclusion of students from that cultural background. A comparative analysis
with the PLCCR would make it possible to assess enrollment percentages and, in turn,
determine whether there are aspects that could be improved in the design of such pro-
grams as tools for the socio-educational inclusion of immigrant students.

The study on inclusive education in Ciudad Real is relevant not only within the
context of national and regional educational policies but also within the international
framework, as it supports the achievement of Sustainable Development Goal 4, aimed at
ensuring inclusive, equitable, and quality education and at promoting lifelong learning
opportunities for all (United Nations, 2015).
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Although the objectives initially set have been fully met, the results suggest that
further research should be conducted in other educational stages, such as Vocational
Training, Baccalaureate, and University, in order to examine the presence and impact
of Romanian students in those settings. This would provide a broader and more com-
prehensive understanding of the phenomenon as a whole.

5.  REFLECTIVE QUESTIONS

1. How effectively do you believe current policies prevent exclusion and promote
meaningful participation for immigrant students?

2. What responsibilities do you believe schools have, not just legally but ethically,
toward immigrant students and their families?

3. How important is it for teachers to possess intercultural competence in contexts
with significant migratory diversity?

4. How might the insights from this research influence your own practices or beliefs
regarding diversity in education?

5. Which part of the inclusion process (linguistic, social, cultural, academic) do
you see as the biggest challenge? Why?

6. How can schools move beyond compliance with inclusion policies to create
learning environments where immigrant students feel genuinely valued, repre-
sented, and empowered?
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