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Internationalisation as a key dimension

to teacher education

Melinda Dooly* and Maria Villanueva
Autonomous University of Barcelona, Spain

The European Union has recognized the need for promoting social and political change through

education. Special emphasis has been placed on the role of schools in personal and human

development, along with the need for greater understanding of the diversity which makes up

the European Union and throughout the world. This means that teachers are now expected to

involve learners in the process of acquiring knowledge of their own culture(s) as well as other

cultures. This article discusses a pilot project carried out in six European countries and designed

to promote intercultural awareness of future teachers. The nexus of the training programme

included empirical knowledge drawn from the teacher trainees international experiences,

combined with intercultural communicative theory. How the pilot project was set up, some

outcomes and conclusions derived from qualitative and quantitative research about the project are

discussed.

L’union européenne a identifié le besoin de favoriser le changement social et politique par le

biais de l’éducation. Une attention particulière a été portée sur le rôle des écoles quant à

l’épanouissement personnel et humain et le besoin d’une meilleure compréhension de la diversité

de l’Union Européenne et hors de ses frontières. Ceci implique que les enseignants sont

maintenant amenés à faire acquérir aux étudiants la connaissance de leur propre culture tout

autant que d’autres cultures. Cet article présente un projet pilote mené dans six pays européens

conçu pour favoriser la sensibilisation interculturelle de futurs professeurs. Le programme de

formation repose sur la connaissance empirique tirée des expériences internationales de

professeurs stagiaires, combinée avec la théorie communicative interculturelle. La présentation

fera part du déroulement du projet pilote, de quelques résultats fondés sur des analyses

quantitative et qualitative.

Die Europäische Union hat die Notwendigkeit erkannt, sozialen und politischen Wandel durch

Ausbildung zu fördern. Besonderer Wert wurde auf die Rolle gelegt, die Schulen für die

persönliche und menschliche Entwicklung spielen, zusammen mit der Notwendigkeit, die Vielfalt,

die die Europäische Union und die Welt an sich ausmachen, besser zu verstehen. Das heißt, dass

von Lehrer/innen jetzt erwartet wird, Lernende in den Prozess des Wissenserwerbs in Bezug auf

die eigene Kultur(en) sowie andere Kulturen einzubeziehen. Dieser Beitrag stellt ein Pilotprojekt

vor, dass in sechs europäischen Ländern durchgeführt wurde und dass entworfen worden ist, um

interkulturelles Bewusstsein zukünftiger Lehrer/innen zu fö rdern. Der Kern des

Trainingsprogramms schließt empirisches Wissen ein, das aus den internationalen Erfahrungen
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der auszubildenden Lehrer/innen stammt, und das mit Theorien zur interkulturellen

Kommunikation verbunden wurde. Die Entwicklung des Pilotprojekts sowie einige Ergebnisse

aus der qualitativen und quantitativen Forschung des Projekts werden vorgestellt.

La unión europea ha reconocido la necesidad de promover el cambio social y polı́tico a traves de

la educación. El énfasis especial se ha puesto en el papel de las escuelas para el desarrollo personal

y humano, junto con la necesidad de la mayor comprensión de la diversidad que se encuentra en la

unión europea y el resto del mundo. Esto significa que ahora se espera que los profesores

impliquen a sus alumnos en el proceso de adquirir conocimientos de su propia cultura(s) como de

otras culturas. Este artı́culo plantea un proyecto experimental realizado en seis paı́ses europeos y

diseñado para promover el conocimiento intercultural de futuros profesores. El nexo del programa

incluyó el conocimiento empı́rico recogidos de las experiencias internacionales de los alumnos de

educación, combinadas con teorı́a comunicativa intercultural. Se discute cómo el proyecto fue

diseñado y implementado, algunos resultados y conclusiones derivadas de la investigación

cualitativa y cuantitativa sobre el proyecto.

Every country has its borders, but as everyone knows, if you look from above there are

no borders! No red lines which say ‘‘this is my side!’’ This world is one big nation ...

(Terry, Finland)1

While we are clearly more involved in each other’s lives than ever before, we appear no

less deeply involved in brutal rejection of each other. While more people from more

cultures are communicating and co-operating across differences, as many, it seems, are

killing and maiming each other in the name of cultural and religious identity … The

dilemma of the global age is that … we are profoundly divided by race, culture and

belief and we have yet to find a tongue in which we can speak our humanity to each

other. (Young, 1996)

Introduction

The signing of the Treaty of Nice has signalled the completion of the

Intergovernmental Conference (IGC) opened on 14 February 2000. With it, a

more shared, unified educational culture is developing throughout Europe. At the

same time, many local environments seem to be increasingly more diverse, largely

due to more population mobility, both within the European Union and

internationally. Education systems are often considered, indeed expected to be a

central instrument for facilitating mutual understanding and respect for this

diversity, on both an individual and cultural level. The European Union has

recognized the need for explicitly expressing educational aims which can have an

effect on social and political change. Paragraph 4 of Article 151 of the EC Treaty

requires all European states to take cultural aspects into account when defining

activities and policies. More specifically, personal and human development through

education must become a key role of national and local policy.

This article will discuss the role that teacher education can play in the European

Union’s target of promoting intercultural awareness through education. It will

provide an example of such practice by specifically looking at one particular case of a
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transnational project developed to promote international-minded citizens through

the joint training of future teachers. While it is not contended in this paper that

education is the only means to handle the many tensions created by contemporary

society, it is held that educators can take a proactive role in promoting knowledge

and actions which will be favourable towards greater intercultural understanding.

This role requires committed educators who can face these challenges not only with

the appropriate attitudes, but also with the necessary procedural knowledge about

this new dimension of teaching.

Short-term strategies will not work; there is a need for commitment to

intercultural education at both local school and administrative policy levels.

Intercultural education also must be included in ongoing education of teachers

and trainee teachers, and should include both theory and practical skills. Lentin and

McVeigh have stressed the importance of theoretical grounding for anyone working

with diversity. ‘We believe that providing academic knowledge is vital in order to

supply students and researchers with much needed information and theory’ (2002,

p. 6). This is equally applicable to teachers and trainees; however research has

shown that in the case of teacher education, theoretical knowledge is not enough.

Theory is most efficient when grounded in practical experience and reflection. There

are numerous studies which promote giving teachers the opportunity to reflect on

their teaching practices in order to bring about permanent change (Beyer, 1984;

Buchmann, 1984; Tabachnick & Zeichner, 1984; Clift & Houston, 1986; Feiman-

Nemser & Flooden, 1986; Bullough, 1989; Smyth, 1989; Pugach, 1990). This

implies that the successful implementation of the principles evoked by the

aforementioned European Council Treaty must be accompanied by more direct

attention to the teachers’ understandings of these issues and more reflective practice

incorporated into teacher training. Based on the premises stated above, the need for

theory and practice for long-term effects, combined with empirical knowledge

building were key components of the project. Different aspects of it will be described

in this article, as well as research results and outcomes of the project.

The project rationale

The socio-economic changes in our society and the process of globalisation require

new ways of understanding and communicating in many different arenas, on

personal, professional and social levels. Likewise, the current ‘cultural mix’

experienced by European society signifies a need for change in attitudes and skills;

changes which can’t be left to social and political dynamics alone. It is within this

context that the school system has inevitably experienced a growing demand for

providing new competencies: families and society are looking to the school not only

for dealing with instructional and educational needs but also to resolve questions

generated by society itself (Fennes & Hapgood, 1997). It is in this light that teachers’

work is often observed and discussed and inevitably it seems that expectations about

school results are quite high. Nonetheless, in many cases teachers are facing these

challenging situations with a lack of appropriate resources and experience, not only
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in the area of materials and support, but also from a personal point of view (Lewis,

1999; Villanueva & Gonzalo, 2003).

While such expectations of schools systems and teachers are often unrealistic, this

does not exonerate teacher training institutions from the responsibility of

constructive criticism of current teacher training practices and looking for innovative

ways to help prepare teachers for new challenges and situations which they will

probably face in the future, due to socio-economic changes. Furthermore, as the

European Constitution works toward consolidating the idea of ‘European citizen-

ship’, the need to enhance mutual knowledge of the European cultural mix and to

foment a new mentality which avoids misconceptions and stereotypes as a necessary

part of teacher training becomes evident. It can be argued that adequate teacher

training is one of the essential components in the eventual education of all European

citizens; indeed, this new European dimension has a vital role within the educational

framework because it promotes positive acceptance of a pluralistic society.

Additionally, the enlargement of the European Union creates new educational

challenges in terms of promoting and respecting linguistic and cultural identity,

while teaching a common heritage of cultural values and a common European

identity (Villanueva & Gonzalo, 2002).

At the same time, the fluidity of the European dimension (population movements,

relocation due to jobs, etc.) requires teachers to be able to work within the

complexity of a multicultural and plurilinguistic society. To learn how to manage

this complexity should be one of the main lessons in teacher training, although it is

really more than ‘managing’ since teacher training should encourage positive

answers and attitudes toward intercultural communication and diversity. This

means that students must develop more than mere ‘intercultural communicative

competence’. They must be made aware of cultures (own and others) and be made

aware of how this will help them interpret and understand others. ‘It is possible to

introduce yet another term into this ever-growing field of interculturality:

intercultural awareness’ (Dooly, 2005a, p. 9). Arguably, by viewing the socio-

economic changes in our society as an opportunity to innovate teacher training, the

European context can be seen as a hands-on environment for the development of

‘intercultural awareness’ for future teachers.

The theoretical basis of the project: bringing interculturality and reflection

into teacher training

It was within this context and with these principles in mind that the project

outlined below was developed. The project dealt with education for citizenship

through intercultural communication practice and reflection. Its principal focus

was on combining theoretical work with a full immersion in a different culture,

achieved through teaching practice in a primary school in a partner (foreign)

country2.

A starting point for the development of the project was the understanding that

respect for other cultures should begin with training in intercultural communication.
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Obviously, intercultural communication has been defined in many different terms.

As Trujillo Sáez (2002) has pointed out, because interculturality has become a key

issue in education, an immense bibliography is now available. This is largely due to

two different areas of interest concerning interculturality: diversity of populations

within the classrooms and an increase in ‘globalization’ outside the classroom. The

fact that there is so much material and different perspectives on intercultural

competency can be confusing for students. It was decided that there should be a

comprehensive definition of intercultural communication for all the partners

involved in the project. Thus, for the project developers, intercultural communica-

tion was held to embrace the full range of communicative interactions which

individuals engage in, including discourse and artefacts stemming from different

cultures.

There was also a need to have a general definition of what culture is and on which

points cultures generally differ. Hofstede’s explanation that culture is ‘the collective

mental programming which distinguishes the members of one group or category of

people from another’ (Hofstede, 1992, p. 16) provided an overall definition for the

project and intercultural competence was held as ‘the ability to mediate between

one’s own culture and that of others’ (Dlaska, 2000).

With these orientating points in mind, the goals of the project consisted of

creating a theoretical and empirical educational programme that helped teacher

trainees develop capacities and tools for a critical understanding of language and

culture, as well as a critical understanding of their own situation within a range of

interactions. These aims are hardly new to educational programmes. Over 25

years ago, Trim (1981) argued that ‘personal and social development of the

individual, capacity for co-operation and critical thinking, tolerance and under-

standing’ should be included as goals for any educational curriculum. Trim later

stated that teachers should be encouraged, educated and trained to act, not as

retailers of packaged materials and methods they have not chosen. They must be

required to engage in the learning process as empirical investigators (Trim, 1987,

p. 6)

Following these lines, an empirical, reflective process was also one of the goals of

the project. It was felt that teacher trainees should learn from others—from other

trainees in other cultures—and they should also learn from themselves—from the

empirical knowledge drawn from living and teaching in another culture. Jean-Pierre

Liegeois, an important figure in the development of intercultural education, has

pointed out how quite often undertakings in the field of intercultural education have

not worked simply due to a failure of participants to learn from each other (2001, p.

2). It was felt that there was a need for the trainees to participate in a learning

process that would increase professional and personal exchange beyond their own

cultural context so that they could indeed learn from each other. In fact, recent

research has shown that with more theoretical information, combined with empirical

opportunities to reflect upon the way in which they categorize diversity, teacher

trainees are more apt to innovate their way of thinking about diversity (Dooly,

2005b).
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Project outline

As a pilot project, the programme was addressed to undergraduate students from

eight different European countries. The intensive programmes were held twice in

all of the partner countries and involved a total of approximately 20 students,

along with school teachers and university tutors. As the project was developed in

eight different universities at the same time, the total number of students

involved was around 160. The project, carried out during an annual intensive

eight-week course, had as a core issue the topic of intercultural communication.

The target group was students coming from different cultural backgrounds who

were willing to be involved in an experience in which personal communication

skills were essential. The students were placed in primary schools outside of

their own countries during two months, thus constructing multicultural working

groups of approximately ten student teachers in each country. This ensured that

each group shared life experiences, academic work and school practice with

people from different countries and cultures. In the academic sphere, the students’

work was based on the use of e-portfolios which were all linked to a common

website.3

The project’s learning environment

The project was based on a blended learning environment which included

web based learning environment and experiential learning. The course had four main

pillars:

1. A blended learning course on Intercultural Communication based on case

studies in which students had to analyse, discuss and solve selected ‘critical

incidences’. The critical incidences involved situations wherein interculturality

was a main axis for the resolution of the incident. In addition, these cases were

related to the school environment to further promote individual and group

reflection.

2. A teaching period of 100 hours in a primary school as an immersion platform for

reflecting on the culture and the society of the host country.

3. A workshop on planning and management of transnational projects designed to

make the students aware of different European Union educational programs

and to give them the necessary skills to plan, propose, organize and implement

transnational projects.

4. An introductory course on the country where the course was being developed.

This course focused on introducing the main social and cultural features of the

host country, especially those addressed to help overcome stereotypes or

misconceptions.

The e-portfolio acted as an intersection of different elements: the use of ICT in daily

work, the direct access to databases and the organisation of the students’ work in a

systematic way which could be accessed, commented upon and evaluated easily. The

host teachers, along with the faculty mentors, participated in an individualised
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tutorial of each student e-portfolio thus allowing for cross-referencing between the

schools, the participating student teachers and the teacher training faculty (see

Screenshot 1).

Outcomes of the project: a quantitative perspective

According to the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (Council

for Cultural Cooperation, 2001), intercultural skills include the ability to fulfil the

role of cultural intermediary between one’s own culture and the foreign culture and

to deal effectively with intercultural misunderstanding and conflict situations. It also

means having cultural sensitivity and the ability to identify and use a variety of

strategies for contact with those from other cultures (Chapter 4). All of these can be

seen as necessary elements for any teacher, not just foreign language teachers. They

must be able to interact in a culturally diverse environment, whether within the

classroom or in an international project. In order to see whether this outcome had

been achieved within this teacher training project, a study was conducted among all

of the participants involved in the project, that is, the university teacher trainers

involved in the development of the programme, school mentors in the practice

schools and the teacher trainees who were placed in the practice schools during the

two-month period.

Screenshot 1.
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The study included a questionnaire designed to elicit answers concerning the

participants’ feelings about whether they had actually acquired attitudes, skills and

knowledge to enable them to become ‘cultural intermediaries’ and whether they felt

capable of applying these skills to future teaching. The questionnaire contained 11

open-ended questions. Everyone involved in the project was invited to fill in the

questionnaire by downloading it from the project’s website and then to send them by

email to the project evaluator before 30 April 2005. All together 86 people res-

ponded to the questionnaires, which is slightly more than half the total participants

in the project. The majority of the respondents were teacher trainees (66%) which is

in keeping with the ratio of participants: teacher trainees made up the largest group

taking part in the project. For brevity’s sake, this article will concentrate principally

on the teacher trainees’ responses since they were the majority group and the other

questionnaires dealt more with the elaboration, implementation and evaluation of

the project itself rather than outcomes stemming from the pilot project.

Of the trainees who answered the questionnaires, only four had finished their

studies at the time of the survey. Two were working as part-time teachers and

finishing their studies and the rest of them were still studying. The questions for the

teacher trainees were the following:

1. What is the most important thing you have learnt about international

communication during the course?

2. What is the most important thing you have learnt about managing a school

project (international) during your school practice?

3. What kind of international projects did you come in contact with during your

school practice?

4. What have you learnt about applying for a transnational project?

5. What have you learnt about running a transnational project?

6. In what way has the course inspired you to be involved in a transnational project

in the future?

7. To what extent do you think this course has had an influence on you to become

an international teacher?

8. What kind of skills does an international teacher need?

9. What kind of knowledge does an international teacher need?

10. What kind of attitude does an international teacher need?

11. What more do you want to add?

The most common answer for question one was intercultural awareness. Fifty-three

students out of 56 mentioned different aspects of intercultural awareness as the most

important thing they had learnt about intercultural communication. Other answers

included the importance of being open, patient, tolerant and accepting during

discussions in a multicultural group. It can be assumed that the teacher trainees were

referring to their own experience of discussion groups to resolve the ‘critical

incident’ cases during the course. Nonetheless, despite the overall acknowledgement

of the importance of intercultural awareness, only six of them mentioned the

importance of transmitting this knowledge to their future pupils.
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When the trainees discussed the knowledge they had learnt from designing and

implementing an international school project (reflected in questions 2, 3, 4 and 5)

the most common answers referred to the importance of good planning, clear goals

and motivating students. Thirteen respondents mentioned the hard work which is

necessary to implement transnational projects and the importance of having good

contacts with partners. It seems clear that the respondents were thinking about the

practical aspects of starting an international project from ground zero. One trainee

even outlined the steps for setting up transnational projects in the questionnaire. The

fact that these teacher trainees had such a clear conceptualization of how to set up a

transnational project with other schools indicates knowledge and skills which can

definitely be further developed for fostering transnational projects. This knowledge

included understanding the need for organization and communication of partners

and the ‘know-how’ of applying for funding and submitting efficient final

evaluations. Arguably, few teacher trainees who have not participated in such

experiences would have the insight or ‘know-how’ for such international endeavours

with their own pupils.

Questions six and seven dealt with the perceptions the student teachers had about

the usefulness of such skills and whether they would be inclined to use them in the

future. In answer to number six, 100% of the respondents indicated that they would

indeed like to be involved in transnational projects in the future. The course had

given them ideas, contacts with future partners, along with the enthusiasm and

courage to carry such projects out. Fifteen of the respondents mentioned the

importance this would have for their future students by exposing them to different

cultures and languages. Fifty-four of the respondents stated that the experience itself

had had a great impact on them. Seventeen future teachers stated that they would

now be more willing to work in another country, 21 said that they would definitely

become involved in transnational projects and 28 said that they have expectations to

become involved in international work in their own countries, e.g. working in

schools with immigrant pupils.

As far as skills, knowledge and attitudes necessary for an international teacher,

48 of the 56 respondents mentioned communication as the most important skill

(85%), while 51 (91%) stated that knowledge of different cultures was the most

important skill and open-mindedness was indicated by 53 (94%) of the trainees as

the most important attitude for an international teacher. These were also the same

categories indicated by both the university teacher trainers and the school mentors

(see Table 1). Twenty-nine (51%) of the respondents also mentioned that knowing

another language is a key element for an international teacher. This corresponds

with the principles outlined in the Common European Framework of Reference for

Languages (2001), which clearly states that intercultural communication incorpo-

rates respect for diversity.

These same questions concerning skills, knowledge and attitudes were put to the

university teacher trainers and the school mentors. Interestingly, the answers in all

three groups had very little variation, in fact, the top answers in all three groups

were exactly the same for the three categories. The answers for questions six,
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seven and eight are listed in Table 1. The answers are ordered according to the

number of times they were mentioned in the questionnaires with the most fre-

quent answers listed first. The table allows comparison of the answers across the

three respondent groups. The similarity in answers across the three groups highlights

the way in which the groups’ values concerning intercultural communication

converged.

Returning to the European Union’s policy concerning educational aims which will

have an effect on social and political change based in teaching appreciation of the

value of the different cultures, clearly there is a need for teachers with appropriate

attitudes, procedural knowledge and skills for this new intercultural dimension of

teaching. One of the questionnaire respondents summed it up like this:

I don’t think in terms of attitude, skills and knowledge separately. I think of

competences for which skills, knowledge and attitudes are in combination important. It

will be shown in behaviour. The student or international teacher has to show how to

provide an international learning environment, which is safe with respect to differences,

powerful with respect to activities which help pupils to think about their role in

connection with differences abroad, world problems, etc. and well organised. (...) All of

this leads to a reflective praxis which stimulates an internationalisation in schools as part

of an educational demand in society.

The answers given by these teacher trainees clearly demonstrate that they exhibited

open-mindedness toward diversity, willingness to be involved in international

Table 1. Skills, knowledge and attitudes

Teacher trainees Mentors University teachers

Skills

Communication Communication Communication

Organiser Drama skills Co-operation

Leader ICT skills

Problem-solving

Decision-making

Knowledge

Culture Culture Culture

Language Language Language

Teaching methods Pedagogical methods Project design

Children’s learning School systems Project management

Handle conflicts Foreign countries

School systems

Attitudes

Open-minded Open-minded Open-minded

Patient Respect Positive

Understanding Tolerant Flexible

Tolerant Flexible Tolerant

Respect Positive Empathy

Enthusiastic

Positive

Flexible
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projects and environments and clear understanding of the necessity of intercultural

communication. As the quotation above indicates, this bodes well for future

educational demands.

Outcomes of the project: a qualitative perspective

The empirical study has both a quantitative and qualitative dimension to it in order

to provide experientially revealing interview data, in addition to the questionnaire

surveys. To do so, the comments and opinions indicated in the survey were

compared with samples taken from a qualitative analysis conducted with one of the

groups in Barcelona during the academic year 2003–2004. Different from more

formalized answers which might occur in questionnaires, the qualitative part of the

study was aimed at analysing the participants’ attitudes towards linguistic and

cultural diversity within a more ‘natural’ environment of a group discussion. Apart

from these groups, there were two other groups participating in the qualitative study

which provided comparative elements to the study. The other subject groups were: a

group made up of teachers in training to become foreign language teachers at the

UAB Faculty and another group which included in-service teachers working in

various schools in Barcelona. For identification, the article will refer to them as the

intercultural group, the pre-service group and the in-service group. Overall, there

was a total of 61 participants in the qualitative study.

The data compiled for this research consisted of approximately 25 hours of audio-

recordings (which were then transcribed) and student journals from the student

teacher groups (Pre-service and Intercultural). For the recordings, all three groups

were asked to do the same task during one of their teacher training sessions. Each

study group was divided into smaller groups of three or four participants and written

instructions for different discussion tasks were distributed to each of the

conversation groups. The role of ‘discussion leader’ rotated. As ‘discussion leader’,

this person was given the specific instructions for that part of the task, along with

orientation for the topic and instructions to help mediate the conversation. For

example, the discussion leader 1 was asked to elicit ideas about how to set up a class

made up of students shown in pictures given to them by the researcher.4 The

pictures came from various magazine and newspaper articles about students

throughout Spain. The discussion leader was directed to tell the other participants

that the class was made up of ‘linguistically diverse’ students. At no time were the

participants told that they would be discussing classes made up of immigrants or

minority language students, although many of the categorizations which emerged

involved attributes concerning immigrants.

The next phase, led by a different discussion leader, focused on discussing

advantages and disadvantages involved in teaching the classes. The third phase was a

discussion designed to decide on the most appropriate ‘teaching approach’ for their

‘students’. For this part of the task, the discussion leader was provided with different

models of teaching approaches written on cards that s/he summarized for the other

participants. The participants could decide on one, none or a mix of the teaching
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styles. The entire process took approximately one hour and a half for each group.

Both pre-service teacher groups were asked to do follow-up writing in their journals.

One of the principal axes to the analysis was the use of Sacks’ (1972, 1984, 1992)

Membership Categorization Analysis (MCA) to observe what categorizations

concerning linguistic diversity were constructed in the discussions held during the

tasks. MCA allows the researcher to ‘observe’ the ways in which ‘participating

(dialogue) members’ of a conversation use identifiable interactional methods (Sacks,

1992) in order to construct mutual understanding. A key assumption of this type of

analysis is that the speakers within a conversation ‘construct’ or ‘assemble’ categories

which are based on a background of ‘common knowledge’ and that the assembly of

these categories are not descriptions of truth, rather they are the speakers’

constructed versions of how they make sense of the world. Thus, this type of

analysis aims to document and explain how speakers arrive at an understanding of

one another’s actions during the back and forth discursive interaction between them.

This means that categories are not merely perceptual (Potter & Wetherell, 1987).

Categories are constructed by speakers to actively accomplish social phenomenon.

The analysis of category construction allowed for deeper exploration into the

trainees’ understanding of definitions associated with promoting intercultural

awareness through education. Parallel to this, the timing of the two different types

of data compilation is relevant as it helped bring to the fore other important output

stemming from the programme. Specifically, the qualitative data was gathered when

the teacher trainees began their placement period and the questionnaires were

answered after the placement period had ended. This helped reveal changes in the

teacher trainees’ attitudes about issues which are basic to intercultural communica-

tion education. The trainees’ evolution will be discussed in more detail further on. In

addition, comparing the differences in attitudes between the groups as revealed in

the recordings with the teacher trainee’s survey answers demonstrated that the group

which had participated in the programme was more likely to value knowledge and

skills associated with intercultural awareness. This group also demonstrated more

positive attitudes towards the multicultural class, defining such classes as

opportunities for encouraging intercultural education.

Some of the ways in which the categories were assembled were repeated across the

study groups and with quite similar frequency. For example, the dialogue

participants often assembled their category features so that the ‘normal’ classroom

was placed in opposition to the ‘multilinguistic/multicultural’ classroom. The

‘normal’ classroom was understood as the ‘monolinguistic’ classroom made up of

students from the local culture. This was an interesting outcome, considering that

the study took place in Catalonia, which is an Autonomous region of Spain and is

officially recognized as a bilingual region; therefore the comparative groups coming

from Barcelona were actually working in multilingual environment. It also seems to

contradict the findings from the questionnaires wherein 51% of the respondents

claimed that knowing another language is important. The following extract

exemplifies how one of the discussion groups created a dichotomy between

monolingual and multilingual classrooms.
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Intercultural group: multilinguistic task (Mandy, Helen, Lori)5

Helen: you have an_ if you have so many different different languages and cultures

you have to make a different structure in your classroom | it’s not like if you have only

people from the from the same country same

Lori: yeah\|

Another common feature amongst the three study groups was the way in which

everyone categorized the ‘multilinguistic/multicultural’ class as difficult, hard,

problematic, etc. as is evidenced by the following extract.

Pre-service group: multilinguistic task (Cindy, Julie, Maud)

Maud: what’s the first impressions if you come into a class and these children are

sitting there? what do you think is your first impression?|

Cindy: difficult\

Julie: difficult\|

However, these finding are not quite as contradictory as it might seem at first. The

recordings of the intercultural group were done at the beginning of the two-month

placement period and the questionnaires were answered after the placement period

had begun. Judging from the responses to the questionnaires at the end of the pilot

project, it can be assumed that during the time spent in the empirical programme,

certain attitudes and subsequent categorisations did change. This is supported by

the fact that the negative categorizations concerning diversity were frequently re-

negotiated and re-constructed, resulting in a new categorization of diversity as a

favourable resource by the students participating in the project.

Intercultural group: multilinguistic task (Hank, Mary, Dan)

Hank: yeah I would be happy about the fact at the possibility of teaching a class with

different cultures | because it’s_ it’s easier for a teacher because she have another

possibilities to make the | the tuition more interesting

Mary: mm

Hank: cause you have more choice

Dan: yeah I think that you have a a lot of variety of things to do with all this there is

lots cultural things you can do with them

Hank: yes and you can learn a lot too

In the transcripts and journals of the intercultural group, it was possible to see how

different understandings of diversity were proposed and made available by the

intercultural group members and in many cases were eventually appropriated, thus

indicating that the students were constructing new understandings of diversity.

I can see that the first time you said don’t generalize I thought yes easy to say but hard

to beware of. The second time I thought again is everybody generalizing? Than later on

we where [sic] talking and Linda said don’t generalize. I thought mmmm.. And the last

discussion I heard myself saying Don’t generalize please!! So one thing I learned for sure

is Don’t generalize please!

(Reflective Journal, Kathleen)

Internationalisation as a key dimension 235

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

id
ad

 A
ut

on
om

a 
de

 B
ar

ce
lo

na
] 

at
 1

4:
11

 3
1 

O
ct

ob
er

 2
01

4 



Another feature common to this group was their recognition of the need for

discussion when dealing with linguistic and cultural diversity in the classroom. As

was frequent amongst this group’s dialogues, this type of understanding of the

multilingual/multicultural classroom emphasized the teacher’s responsibilities as

‘cultural mediator’ when working with the class. This correlates with the list of

‘necessary knowledge’ answered by the teacher trainees—how to handle conflicts

was mentioned as an important element for international teachers. In fact, this role

of the teacher extended into a new categorization of the multilinguistic/multicultural

class with positive attributes such as a means of sharing different cultural ways of

problem-solving, which was one of the skills mentioned by the University teachers in

response to the questionnaires.

Intercultural group: (Janet, Lucille, Terry)

Janet: I think it’s nice to have many people from many countries because you can eh

do more and make culture.

Lucille: yeah

Janet exchange culture and things like that and you

[...]

Janet: yes they can help each other with different things I think also the difficulty is

that eh it’s eh (...) but I think when you have only your culture you have the same

problems

The study also indicated more flexibility in the intercultural group’s categorizations.

In many cases, when confronted with new situations the intercultural group

members were able to jointly construct different, innovative categorizations of the

diverse classroom, thus indicating that they have the potential to become more open

towards diversity and to provide creative ways to incorporate diversity as a resource

in their classrooms. This was reflected both in the qualitative data and in the survey

results. The students highlighted the changes they felt they had experienced in their

journals:

I now see that I did not really have an open mind about diversity. (Reflective journal,

Janet).

We need to redefine how we see diversity in our classrooms. We must also support each

other in this effort. (Reflective journal, Kathleen).

I begin to see my role as teacher as more than just teacher. I must be a cultural

ambassador for all cultures, not just mine. (Reflective journal, Hank).

This ability to reconstruct diversity positively is reflected in the survey answers where

more than 90% of the respondents stated that open-mindedness and ability to

communicate are the most important traits for an educator. This also echoes the

mentors and the teacher trainers’ high rating of communication and open-

mindedness. Moreover, the research highlighted an increasing awareness of this

group concerning diversity; including the need for ‘new attitudes’ and ‘aptitudes’.

The outcome of the project indicates that the experience has proved to be an
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influential factor in constructing positive attitudes and competencies in intercultural

and transnational teaching efforts and perhaps has laid a cornerstone for future

educational strategies.

Conclusion

The teacher trainees who participated in the pilot project showed more renego-

tiation of their categories than occurred with the other groups. In particular, this

group, which had been exposed to multicultural ideologies and intercultural studies,

showed much more dialogue and negotiation in their category assemblies. Further-

more, as the questionnaires show, they were well aware of the need for developing

their own intercultural awareness and communication skills in order to better

prepare themselves for future teaching. This bodes well for possibilities of new

understandings and better preparation for the challenges of diversity, and should be

a consideration within teacher training. The fact that these groups were able to ‘shift’

their positioning and re-construct some of their categorizations indicates that these

categories are not fixed stereotypes and can indeed be renegotiated, something

which can be fomented during the period of practice teaching through similar

projects.

It can be surmised that more ‘open-minded’ perspectives about diversity will be

related to an openness to change. As has been shown in this research, in many cases,

when confronted with new situations the pre-service teachers with more intercultural

experience were better able to jointly construct different, innovative categorizations of

the linguistically and culturally diverse classroom. This is coherent with the views

proposed by Zeichner and Hoeft (1996) who state that teacher training needs to

focus on helping teachers construct attitudes, knowledge and skills which will be

effective when working with diverse student population. Their argument is based on

the perspective that ‘all individuals are intercultural beings and all teachers have to

be concerned with the challenge of intercultural communication regardless of their

particular cultural identity’ (Zeichner & Hoeft, 1996, p. 525).

The results of this pilot project provide arguments for teacher training which

encourages the teaching theory and combined with intercultural practice for long-

term effects, as was stated in the main objectives of the project described here.

Furthermore, by raising future teachers’ awareness of diversity, they will also

become more aware of the ways in which they are influenced by personal and

professional background and formation and by the social and cultural texture which

makes up the environment in which they live. The questionnaires showed that every

teacher trainee who had passed through the pilot project stated that they intended to

become involved in some sort of international experience. This indicates that this

type of empirical environment has helped make them more aware of the

opportunities for engaging in international experiences and they are willing to do

so since they have acquired some skills in how to go about it.

More teacher training programmes like the pilot project described here will help to

‘shape’ or ‘construct’ new understandings held by the future teachers and to help
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‘construct’ more professionalism in the educational system by facilitating mutual

understanding and respect for other individuals and cultures. By doing so, future

teachers will be better equipped to understand the importance of negotiating

contextual, social and cultural meaning outside of their own educational environ-

ment. They will be better able to open up their learners to other ways of thinking and

to show them that their own view of the world is just one among many. Hopefully,

these future teachers will understand the need for and will be able to find ways to

bring about Young’s vision that ‘we can speak our humanity to each other’ (Young,

1996, p. 2).
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Notes

1. Participant in the project. The names of the participants have been changed.

2. The project (ARGONAUTS of EUROPE) was addressed to future school teachers and was

coordinated by the Hogeschool van Educatie in Utrecht (NL). The Pedagogische Akademie

des Bundes in Vienna (AT), the Masaryk University in Brno (CZ), the Universities of

Linköping and Karlstad in Sweden and the Teachers Training College in Szczytno (PO) and

Facultat de Ciències de l’Educació, Universitat Autòoma de Barcelona were the associated

members.

3. (http://www.respect_network.org/argo)

4. Each member of the group was assigned a ‘discussion leader’ role, accompanied by written

instructions. Two examples of the written instructions are given below:

. Person 1

. Description: You will be the first discussion leader of your group. Try to get your group to

discuss how, as language teachers, they would approach the following hypothetical classroom.

You can use the steps indicated below as cues. Pictures are provided.

. Step 1: Explain to your group that they must imagine that they are going to begin working as

language teachers in a multilinguistic class.

. Step 2: Show them the pictures and have them discuss which linguistic background their

students’ might have. (You have the answers on the back of the pictures, but do not tell them

now). Get them to discuss their answers and to explain their reasons.
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. Step 3: Tell them the languages each student speaks (on the back of the pictures). Get the

group to compare their own answers with the answers on the back.

. Person 2

. Description: You will be the second discussion leader of your group. Your task is to get the

group to discuss the advantages and disadvantages they see in having a multilinguistic class.

. You can use the steps indicated below as cues.

. Step 1: Try to get the group to focus first on the advantages and disadvantages globally (class

dynamics, methodologies, adaptation, materials).

. Step 2: Get the group to discuss what specific steps (if any) they feel should be taken for each

student or a specific class.

5. The transcript key is loosely based on the symbology regularly used by the research group

Cercle d’Anàlisi del Discurs (CAD) of the Universitat Autònoma de Barcelona and is given

below.

???5speaker cannot be identified

Intonation:

descendent \

ascendent /

wh question ?

maintenance -

tiny gap|

longer gap;
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