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Summary 
 
In our Erasmus Plus project we have aimed to connect with adult educators working with migrants and 
refugees in order to understand their everyday reality and assess the support they need when carrying 
out their very important and often challenging task. In Sweden, popular education (folkbildning), 
represented to a large degree by folk high schools, has played a major role in creation of a more inclusive 
society. Adult educators working in such schools often act as guides, cultural translators, first points of 
contact with the new society, mentors, role models for migrants and refugees. Some of them are true 
examples of creativity, humanism, selflessness and dedication. This case study presents a glimpse into 
the work of one such educator. 
 
The challenges we discuss here are trauma, limiting narratives, and a sense of being second-class 
citizens, all faced by migrants and refugees to larger or lesser extent. Adult educators working with 
migrants and refugees try to overcome these challenges by developing understanding, opening up deeply 
to their learners, reclaiming their learners’ sense of humanity, creating a safe space for inclusion and 
empowerment in the classroom. These are great tasks, and require more professional training and other 
support for adult educators than they currently receive. Our Erasmus Plus project has made first steps to 
elicit the specific areas of such training. Empathy, useful and practical training, inclusion, resilience, 
transformational learning, and the process of growth for both adult educators and their students are some 
of the values of our project which are highlighted by this case study. Our project promotes five life-skills 
training areas which are represented by five Hexagons. This case study offers an in-depth exploration 
study of two of them: Hexagon 2: Affection and belonging (the art of caring and accepting care) and 
Hexagon 4: Understanding and engagement (the art of developing critical and constructive thinking and 
engagement). This case study also shows that to develop these life-skills in their students, adult 
educators must cultivate them in themselves, which requires tools similar to competence self-assessment 
framework we have developed. In order to neutralise the pernicious effects of limiting narratives 
highlighted by the case study, our project offers tools for motivating learners’ further studies and for a 
deep analysis of the mechanisms behind discrimination. We hope that this case study encourages other 
adult educators, as well as inspires individuals and organisations for building capacity and empowering 
adult educators, who are doing an incredible job in European societies today. 
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Aim and relevance 
 
This case study describes the experience of one adult educator working with migrants and 
refugees in Sweden in order to give a very personal, in-depth picture of their everyday reality. 
More specifically, we will focus on the challenges the migrant adult learners encounter, and 
what approaches adult educators use to address these challenges in order to create 
educational experiences directed towards inclusion and engagement. We hope that this case 
study will be of interest to adult educators working with migrants and refugees in the European 
Union, who will sympathise with the presented issues, as well as to educational service 
providers and the authorities working with migration and inclusion, who might find inspiration for 
their work and take into account the particular challenges which need to be addressed in order 
to make their work more fruitful.  
 
Our international project team has developed materials (textual and online interactive) which 
aim to create meaningful conversations between adult educators, adult learners, policy-makers 
and other stakeholders about multicultural society. In particular, we have created a curriculum, a 
competence self-assessment framework for adult educators, and a set of indicators of a 
person’s participation in society. This case study has the ambition to show how our tools can be 
of use in dealing with the particular challenges in the inclusion of migrants and their learning. 
 
Context 
 
Adult educators in Sweden have found themselves in situations where many of the adult 
learners are of foreign origin, often new to society, carrying with them anxiety inflicted by the 
situations in their countries, the journeys to Sweden, and difficulties of finding their feet in a new 
country, navigating a society often profoundly different from their own. In our project, Cross-
Border Intercultural and Societal Entrepreneurs, we are asking adult educators what it takes to 
deal with this challenge. This case study is part of this exploration. 
 
In Sweden, popular education, represented by studieförbund and folkhögskolor (study 
associations and folk high schools), has a major role to play in creating an inclusive society1. In 
2017, study associations organised activities for more than 48300 asylum seekers2. The 
regional governments show in the same year that study associations and folk high schools are 
the main organisers of structured and continuous work with asylum seekers, together with 
religious communities and the Red Cross3. In this context, adult educators often end up acting 
as guides, cultural translators, first points of contact with the new society, mentors, role models 
for migrants and refugees. Some of them are true examples of creativity, humanism, 
selflessness and dedication. In September 2018 and May 2019 we conducted interviews with 
Naida Begovic, a teacher at Kista folkhögskola, to find out about her experience of teaching 
migrants and refugees, and get a glimpse of what challenges and opportunities such work 
presents. 
 
  

                                                
1 More information about popular education in Sweden and its role for integration can be accessed in our previous case study here: https://ec.europa.eu/epale/en/blog/swedish-

model-popular-education-inclusion-and-democracy-supporting-migrants-and-refugees-0 

2 https://www.folkbildningsradet.se/globalassets/rapporter/regeringen/2018/fbr_sb2018_webb.pdf 

3 Länsstyrelsen i Jönköpings län (2017). Länsstyrelsernas återrapportering av uppdrag 43 enligt regleringsbrevet för 2017. 851-5335-2017. 
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Getting to know an adult educator: Naida Begovic 
 

Naida has worked in Kista folkhögskola since August 2017, 
teaching first ‘Swedish from Day One’, a course for asylum 
seekers (This course is part of the Erasmus+ Project 
Curriculum, Hexagon area 4 - ‘Understanding and 
Engagement’), and now General Course (allmän kurs, a 
course for those who want to complete their junior or high 
school studies in order to continue studying at a high school 
or university in Sweden) and English High School level. She 
came to Sweden from a war-torn Bosnia and Herzegovina 
with her parents when she was eight months old, and she 
has as a point of reference of her own and her parents’ 

stories. Both her parents taught at high school in Bosnia, and many other members of her family 
were teaching in different capacities, and Naida, a gifted educator, seems to be continuing this 
family tradition. She says: ‘Teaching is a beautiful profession, and one of the things that I love 
the most is that it allows a person to always grow in knowledge.’   
 
In Kista folkhögskola, there are many students that Naida says have come from war-torn 
countries and places of conflict, some of whom have not lived in Sweden that long. From our 
semi-structured interviews with Naida we found out what she experiences as challenges for 
herself and her students, and how she tries to tackle them. Below is an account of these 
challenges and responses. 
 
Challenges 
 
Trauma 
 
The challenge which seems to be by far most important, from Naida’s experience, is trauma 
carried by migrants, an issue we returned to many times during our conversation. ‘Many of my 
students came from MENA countries, and Latin America, and all of them carried their own 
individual trauma. People who come from difficult, and tragic circumstances need time to figure 
things out; to heal; to grow, and to settle in the new environment.’ 
 
What makes trauma such a pernicious issue is that it often goes unrecognised, neither by the 
person themselves nor by others, and if recognised, it is not always dealt with for many reasons: 
lack of willingness to address the pain and preference to rather supress it; cultural taboos; the 
priority of practical issues in a migrant’s life. Naida refers to her parents’ experience: ‘The most 
important thing for my parents was to find a job, and to work. They knew that they had to care 
for their children, and to earn a living. All else was second place, including to deal with their 
trauma of war, and ethnic cleansing.’ 
 
Narratives 
 
The socio-political climate has contributed to the formation of a negative narrative about 
migrants. Naida observes an insistence to create a singular narrative that dehumanizes 
migrants, thus depriving them of their humanity. ‘We tend to forget that migrants are human 
beings with human emotions; human needs, and human dreams.’    
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Second-class citizens 
 
Another issue which affects many migrants is a sense of loss of social status compared to the 
one they enjoyed in their countries of origin, and often inability to restore it in the new country. 
This feeling is potentially detrimental for the migrants’ sense of self-worth and motivation, can 
potentially lead to anxiety and depression. Naida shares an example of her parents, alike 
thousands of others: ‘Migrants with or without academic degrees are seldom recognized for the 
people they once were, which often gives birth to a second-class citizen mentality. That is, when 
the knowledge; the competence; the experience, and the ambition of the newcomer fails to be 
fully recognized, and appreciated in the new environment.  
 
The need for professional training of adult educators 
 
Knowing what an important role adult educators play in migrants’ lives and the difficult tasks 
they have, it is important that the support and training they get is adequate to these role and 
tasks. When I raised this issue with Naida, she said that she feels the need for more 
professional training in order to be able to help her students to deal with the anxiety, trauma and 
other challenges. ‘Adult educators need more professional training to be able to face the 
aforementioned challenges. It is crucial for teachers to be given the means to do their job right. I 
don’t know if these kinds of tools have been developed, but it’s definitely something worth 
investing in.’ 
 
Responses 
 
Understanding and empathic engagement 
 
From our conversations with Naida, a few things crystallised as key factors in dealing with the 
challenges presented above. One of them is the development of empathy or understanding. 
‘War shakes reality to its core, and much time is needed for the witness to understand its whys, 
and the hows. Upon arriving in a new environment, the initial phase is to survive the newness 
that is often accompanied by trauma, and identity crisis. Oftentimes, questions about work, 
family, and permit hijack the everyday of migrants, refugees, and asylum seekers. The adult 
educator must be aware of this reality, and take it into account when teaching. This can be done 
by expressing compassion for their situation, and a readiness to empower through new 
knowledge.’   
 
“Att bjuda på sig själv” 
 
There is something that unites educators who truly manage to reach their students and make a 
difference in their lives. It is that unique mix of personal qualities and commitment to their work, 
which makes such people magnetic and inspiring, which makes the profession of an educator 
so attractive. ‘There is a saying in Swedish, “Att bjuda på sig själv4”, and I sought to do so in my 
classroom by encouraging friendship, laughter, and a sense of positivity amongst my students. 
During class, I would emphasize topics that were relevant, and informative, but also fun, and 
exciting. It was important for us  to create an atmosphere of respect, and belonging in our 
classroom. For instance, when teaching Swedish vocabulary, and grammar, I would ask my 
students to teach me the equivalence in their mother tongue, and it was great fun! I learned 
many Arabic, and Spanish words, and sayings, while teaching my students Swedish.   
 
                                                
4	‘To	give	of	oneself’,	give	much	of	one’s	time,	energy,	personality.	
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Reclaim students’ sense of humanity 
 
A characteristic feature of Naida’s approach, which speaks for itself: ‘One of my ambitions with 
my teaching was to help my students reclaim their sense of humanity. I suppose I wanted to 
help them to enjoy being human again. In light of this, we organized an excursion to the 
Swedish Parliament. It was a big thing; many dressed up, and we had a guide who kept 
wondering if they understood what she was saying, and suggested that maybe they should 
come back when they spoke better Swedish. I knew what she meant, but I wanted to give my 
students a chance to come and see the Parliament. By the end of the day, many of us were 
grateful for the beautiful opportunity.’ 
 
Inclusion 
 
As mentioned before, adult educators often act as guides for their students into the new society. 
‘The idea of “Swedish from Day One” was to teach them not only Swedish, but also about the 
Swedish society. I wanted to give my students practical knowledge as well. For instance, what 
happens when you call the hospital; when to or not to pay for something, and to introduce the 
Swedish judicial system, and so on. In addition to demonstrating understanding, and 
compassion, it is also important to share information about the new environment in order to 
encourage inclusion, and a sense of belonging.’  
 
Safe space 
 
Creating a safe space in the classroom is paramount for adult educators working with migrants 
and refugees. This is perhaps one absolute prerequisite for working with those who may have 
had a traumatic experience. It is doubtful that it is enough to heal the trauma; however, without it 
such healing, or, for that matter, any learning, is surely impossible. This is a challenge, but also 
a great opportunity that Naida sees as part of her approach as educator. ‘We as teachers have 
the power to support the creation of a safe space in our classrooms. For instance, if I encourage 
my students to acknowledge, and respect human diversity, and to be open for new knowledge, I 
believe that we can create an atmosphere of mutual understanding. This is one of the reasons 
why I love teaching. I try to make the time in class relaxed, fun, but also educational. Coming to 
a school that is welcoming, understanding and inclusive can be therapeutic for many.  
 
Empowerment 
 
Finally, there is a highly empowering message in Naida’s approach: ‘I talk a lot about positive 
psychology with my students by trying to encourage them to believe in themselves; to know that 
they are filled with potential, and that they shouldn’t allow society to limit them on the basis of 
their skin-color; name, or because they look in a certain way. To quote Martin Luther King Jr., it 
truly is the content of our character that matters.’  
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Migrants and Refugees as Re-builders: The relevance of the case study for our project 
outcomes 
 
The materials we have created within the framework of our ErasmusPlus project: a curriculum, a 
competence self-assessment framework for adult educators, and a set of indicators of a 
person’s participation in society, have all been based on human rights, needs and capabilities. 
By doing this, although we have not discussed it explicitly, we have taken on a humanistic 
approach to education5. The interviews with Naida show her practical everyday experience as 
an adult educator working with migrants and refugees matches at a fundamental level this 
approach; her own approach and ours are a priori aligned. Naida and our team see migrants 
and refugees, as well as adult educators themselves, as people with potential, which needs to 

be realised through creating 
opportunities, empowering them, 
showing empathy and compassion. 
Both Naida and our team feel the 
urgency of finding new educational 
approaches, and as an adult educator 
Naida confirms that adult educators 
need support and further training which 
better prepares them for their task, 
which goes far beyond only teaching.  
 
As seen from Fig. 1, all our educational 
values presented in the Curriculum for 
Adult Educators, are touched upon in 
our interviews. Empathy, useful and 
practical training, inclusion, resilience, 
transformational learning, and the 
process of growth for both adult 
educators and their students are very 
much inherent in the intuitive, 
humanistic approach of Naida’s work 
with her students. 

Fig. 1. Our educational values  
Source: Migrants and Refugees as Re-builders Curriculum Handbook6 
 
  

                                                
5For example, see this article for the connection between human rights and humanism: Nagan and Haddad (2012) 
Individuality, Humanism and Human Rights. Eruditio, Journal of World Academy of Art and Science, 1 (2), pp. 58-78. 
http://www.worldacademy.org/files/iuc_sept2015/presentations/Individuality_Humanism_and_Human_Rights_W.Nag
an.pdf 
6 https://uk.iofc.org/curriculum 
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Another framework central to our project is the ‘5 Life-skills Modules Hexagon’ (Fig. 2), which 
describes the areas we consider important in training of migrants and refugees. Our 
conversations with Naida centered around two areas of the Hexagon, Affection and Belonging 
(2) and Understanding (4).  We define affection and belonging as ‘the art of caring and 
accepting care’, and it is a foundation for well-being, social and emotional intelligence, and 
resistance to extremist behaviour and ideologies. Understanding is about ‘developing critical 
and constructive thinking and engagement’, which is fundamentally important for an intercultural 
society without discrimination. It became clear from our conversations with Naida that to 
develop these life-skills in their students, adult educators must cultivate them in themselves.  
 

  
Fig. 2. Life-skills Training Areas (Hexagons) 
Source: Migrants and Refugees as Re-builders Curriculum Handbook 
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Naida mentioned the importance of breaking the young people’s own stereotypes of 
themselves, and as part of this she has tried to encourage them for further studies. In our 
Curriculum, we have a training module ‘Motivating migrants’ and refugees’ further studies’ (Fig. 
3), which might be useful for adult educators in this task. Another key theme we kept returning 
to is ‘narrative’, or ‘rhetoric’, about migrants and refugees, which Naida has often found 
unhelpful and has been deeply concerned about. In reality, the way we talk is part of our 
prejudiced attitudes, which, if left unchecked, can lead to acts of prejudice, which in turn leads to 
discrimination, with the potential to escalate to violence and, at its very worst, genocide. This 
mechanism is at the basis of the Pyramid of Hate (Fig. 4), which we have been using in multiple 
dissemination events and trainings during the project, and which is part of the sample training 
module ‘Antidiscrimination facilitation skills’ (Fig. 5). 
 
Naida has mentioned the need for capacity building and support of adult educators in the role 
they play for migrants and refugees. We have developed Adult Educators’ Competence Self-
Assessment Framework, whose first and second tools may be particularly of interest. Tool 1, 
Self-Assessment Matrix, has a special section for assessment of competence in relation to 
learners, which allows adult educators to tune in with the learners in terms of their emotional 
state, the challenges in their lives and learning process, their level of confidence and self-worth, 
and invites the educators to reflect on their own needs, ability to create the atmosphere of trust 
and belonging in the class, and the support they themselves may require for that. Tool 2, Inner 
Compass, offers self-coaching questions in a number of parameters, the most relevant to our 
case being Empathy, Adaptive action and flexibility, Patience and flexibility. The use of these 
tools together with a trusted colleague can go a long way towards developing the awareness 
and confidence in adult educators in adopting a humanistic, learner-centered approach, and 
creating the culture adequate to this task in their organisations. 
 

 
Fig. 3. Hexagon 2: Affection and Belonging, training module “Motivating migrants' and refugees' 
further studies “ 
Source: Migrants and Refugees as Re-builders Curriculum Handbook 
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Fig. 4. The Pyramid of Hate7 
Source: Migrants and Refugees as Re-builders Curriculum Handbook 
 

 
Fig. 5. Hexagon 4: Understanding and engagement, training module “Antidiscrimination 
Facilitation Skills”. Source: Migrants and Refugees as Re-builders Curriculum Handbook 

                                                
7 The Pyramid of Hate was developed by the Anti-Defamation League as part of its curriculum for its A WORLD OF 
DIFFERENCE® Institute. This exercise was created jointly by the Anti-Defamation League and the USC Shoah 
Foundation Institute using video testimony from the Institute’s archive. 
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Conclusions and recommendations 
 
We have been inspired by Naida’s intuitive way to empower and support her students, which is 
so aligned with our own values, beliefs and approaches. In our conversations we identified 
certain challenges which many adult educators working with migrants and refugees are likely to 
face, such as the experience of trauma and its consequences in the learners’ lives, the limiting 
or negative narratives surrounding them, the sense of being second-class citizens in the new 
country, all of these and many other factors causing the need for special training and 
preparation of adult educators. To counter these challenges, Naida has adopted such strategies 
as approaching her students with understanding and empathy; giving much of her time, energy, 
personality in her class; helping students reclaim their sense of humanity, at the same time 
facilitating their practical inclusion through creating opportunities for them to participate in 
society and be guided through the practicalities of the social life in their host country; creating a 
safe space in the classroom which can be a model and a safe ‘base camp’ for all the other 
interactions in society; allowing them to challenge their own prejudices and narratives created 
by society; and empowering them through a positive, encouraging approach.  
 
None of this is easy and demands a lot of talent and commitment from an adult educator. 
However, adequate training and practical tools go a long way. In Sweden there is a strong 
tradition of popular education, as well as free education for all citizens, commitment to 
innovation and continuous improvement in teaching. It is a high priority in the current situation 
that adult educators, as well as other professionals working with migrants and refugees, have 
access to training which helps them deal with trauma in the people they are working with.  
 
Even though the resources our project has provided cannot replace such training, we have 
made one step towards building capacity and empowering adult educators, who are doing an 
incredible job in European societies today.  
 
All the resources developed within the Erasmus+ Cross-border Intercultural and Societal 
Entrepreneurs project can be downloaded for free from the links below.  All three resources 
(Curriculum, Competence and Social Micro-Indicators) are in English, Spanish, Turkish, 
Swedish, Somali, Arabic and Tigrinya, and have a Braille version (English only).  
 
https://uk.iofc.org/curriculum 
https://uk.iofc.org/competence-self-assessment 
https://uk.iofc.org/social-micro-indicators-inclusion-and-economic-integration 
 
We would welcome your feedback and comments to the article and to the educational tools we 
are sharing.  Send this to: ake@kistafolkhogskola.se.  
 


