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Editorial
As an editorial. Innovative learning and socio-cultural inclusion
of adult migrants

This issue, number 6/2019 of our young journal, discusses some of the classic themes of Adult 

Education, including standard learning, lifelong learning, and the reception of migrants, 

through an empirical vision deeply rooted in local, national and international experiences 

and territories. 

The aim is to provide space to reflections on lessons learned and innovative practices in adult 

education aimed at migrants and above all their social inclusion. For this occasion, we are 

also welcoming contributions from a conference organized by the University of Florence in 

collaboration with EPALE-Indire on 22 February 2020, as a part of the European Lingua Plus 

project, Innovative host-country language learning through socio-cultural inclusion and 

empathy, whose themes precisely match those of this issue of our journal. The theme of the 

relationship between learning and inclusion is at the heart of the debate on the reception of 

migrants as well as relations with migrants, between migrants, and for migrants, i.e., relations 

with, between, for the different/diversities. In particular, the more theoretical contributions 

focus on the places of the school as centres of reflective and social innovation, as do those 

in the section Experiences. In particular, contributions were received on the educational 

and formative practices and projects of teachers, trainers, educators, social workers, and 

campaigners.

As we were going to press, there were two problems which had engulfed our dizzying 

modernity, which is growing ‘ten to the dozen’: Covid-19 which had imposed 90 days’ 

imprisonment on Europe, and the US protests against the death of George Floyd, the 

46-year-old who died in Minneapolis immediately after being arrested. Covid-19 literally 

wiped out our idea of the future, while the US protests brought the debate on diversity and 

inequality into the heart of the world’s political agenda. Two mutually interconnected poles. 

We could not fail to mention these in presenting the articles, with the intention of creating an 

Ariadne’s thread between thinking and practice, between reflectivity and life, between the 

critical action of writing and awareness of these times of rapid epochal change. 

Covid-19 could not be disregarded, and it is our duty to realize this, as professionals and 

researchers in the areas of Adult Education, we have a duty to reflect deeply on what such 

a sudden circumstantial change has meant for adult lives. Is the life of the migrant not also 

constantly subject to changes and changes of perspective? We are all migrants of life and 

we do not think hard enough about this. This should already prime us and should enable 

us to better understand the human condition which distinguishes us as people, regardless 

of differences in origin, social, cultural and economic conditions. It ought to make us feel 

more empathic as Jeremy Rifkin, in a famous essay of 2011, pointed out and, for a long time, 

made a case for. A deep, critical, relational and formative empathy. Instead, racism remains 

a scourge of the most advanced societies, hidden away among differences and masked in 

political places, clothed in a devious, creeping exclusion. Today, it has once again assailed the 

African-American population of the United States of America. 



Then, on a much more modest level, we are also here for educational work, after all, education 

and training are also those guests shunned by the banquet of humanistic and/or scientific 

knowledge. Anyone can educate and train, and for this reason, too often, educational 

guidance is not developed through the rigour of scientific inquiry. The point of view adopted 

to talk about citizenship, reception, recognition of skills, learning, and the school is, precisely, 

that of educating, transforming, modifying, and changing. Defined scientifically.

The topicality of the Italian context provides us with a teaching condition lived in a solitude 

to be moulded even though marked by an important and humanly dense opening. One 

theme which links all the articles is the desire for inclusion, to be adopted and offered, to be 

sought out and built, an inclusion made up of daily life and practices, to be offered with the 

way of... offering. We talk about the school, didactics, inclusion in places of formal learning 

because, in the end, these are the feasible ones. We still have a long way to go as Italy and 

as Europe to see real, and not only possible, inclusion. Inclusion derives from empathy, as 

can be deduced from the classical references of authors who have studied empathy in highly 

exclusive historical periods. In this case too, exclusion generates thoughts of empathy, of the 

recognition of others among the loftiest in the twentieth century and in these two thousand 

years. And empathy is the foundation of learning, the educational means which schools elicit. 

The school, then, is a centre for sharing practices, the school is a centre of experimentation 

(Di Rienzo, Angeloni), the school is a place of aggregation for unaccompanied migrant 

minors (Biagioli). But the school is not only for migrants, but also for teachers, for educators 

engaged in research-action projects (Proli) and experimentation (Gabrielli, Fortuna). Beyond 

the school, is the world of research which creates new orientations and interpretations 

of contexts (Luraschi) and new ways of understanding and practising learning (Amadini, 

Damiola). The theoretical articles revolve around these axes, deepen them, and argue their 

standpoints with scientific rigour. 

In continuity with the essays mentioned above, practices and experiences both inside and 

outside the school are teeming with creativity and educational innovation, for instance, 

an Italian school in Bologna (Cini, Salinaro) and Turin (Nitti), and an intercultural library 

in Florence (Caputo, Gioffrè, Mucelli), where the book is the aggregative device which 

integrates/includes. 

Lastly, a work experience (Chieffo, Di Gennaro, Pierfederici), the only one in this issue and the 

last of our collection, emblematically not last, because in the end, work can offer a place of 

real inclusion. And every experience of life returns to action in the workplace. 

Let us close these brief reflections precisely by thinking of a renewed centrality of training on 

and in the workplace. Because adults find in their work a hope and a return, all adults. From 

every human perspective, work should be the thing which allows learning and originates 

from learning. Education without work loses its propulsive thrust, is crippled. Thus, we leave 

it to our readers, whom we trust are many, to continue these brief final notes on the subject 

of work which can achieve civil inclusion and transform the hard times of Covid-19 into a new 

space of solidarity and civilization. 

      Vanna Boffo
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Abstract
This article proposes a reflection on the value, in terms of citizenship education, that can be generated 

by the intercultural approach of the pedagogical Service Learning device. The project presented shows 

how a literacy path for adult migrant women, realized using a Service Learning path implemented 

by a group of university students, can lead to the formation of a “nested” complexity of skills.

Keywords

Service Learning, Intercultural 

Education, Literacy, Citizenship

1. Introduction 

The most recent practices of a crossover between Service Learning (SL) and Intercultural Citizenship Education have 

proved extremely promising (Rauschert, Byram, 2018). Despite the diversity of contexts and applications, Intercultural 

Service Learning (ISL) experiences have shown that it is possible to combine citizenship education with intercultural 

education and learning processes, thereby implementing the potential of mutual enrichment (Kozma, 2015). In 

particular, ISL has opened up new possibilities both for language education and citizenship education, in addition to 

developing specific professional skills linked to intercultural education (Palpacuer-Lee, Curtis, Curran, 2018). 

The purpose of this essay is to show how the introduction of SL in literacy courses for foreign women promotes 

the principles of citizenship education, while at the same time giving meaning to language education as well as 

the dissemination of intercultural education. In particular, the SL developed as part of a university course was 

used as a pedagogical device to carry out a formal learning action for adult immigrant women.

2. Literacy and citizenship education using the Service Learning device

The project we are presenting was organized in the 2017-2018 and 2018-2019 a.y., thanks to a collaboration 

between ANOLF Brescia, and the Catholic University of the Sacred Heart of Brescia. The Italian National Cross-

Border Association (ANOLF) is a body supported by the CISL (Italian Confederation of Trade Unions, one of the 

three Italian confederate trade unions) and is tasked with welcoming immigrants, encouraging them to take an 

active role both in the protection of their own needs and in their participation in the growth of society. 

In line with the Intercultural Inquiry framework (Flower, 2002), the project was born from a desire to investigate 

a complex phenomenon, namely, the inclusion of young immigrant women, by adopting an epistemic attitude 

aimed at understanding this female universe, keeping open questions, making room for problems and 

avoiding simplistic answers. In particular, through intercultural inquiry, a group of students involved in a Service 

Learning project launched within the teaching of General Pedagogy and Educational Communication3 wished 

to set up a research space (and subsequently of educational action) which could stand firm in the depths of 

these women’s different experiences, not so much to provide explanations but rather to reveal educational 

needs and spot margins for developing more inclusive approaches and more generative interpretations, both 

situated and contextualized.

Women, Female Students and Citizens. 
An Intercultural Service Learning Experience

Monica Amadini1, Sara Damiola2 
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This approach to research on the migratory condition of women within the Brescia area satisfied the training 

needs of young immigrant women who often experience a sense of isolation and loneliness due to spending 

almost all their time in the home, plus a lack of sufficiently large, solid social networks. This is a condition which 

makes it impossible to acquire those skills, primarily linguistic, so essential to take part in the contexts of life 

and while increasing the tendency to maintain relations only within one’s own family or ethnic community, 

without the possibility of building a more varied relational fabric and of achieving authentic inclusion. 

In parallel with what had been discovered through intercultural inquiry, the desire arose to plan educational 

opportunities to empower these women. The starting point of the initiative was the concomitant need, raised 

by some children’s school teachers, to interact and communicate more effectively with the mothers of foreign 

students, so as to allow greater participation in the education of their children and school life in general. This 

need was noticed by CISL, which has been a mouthpiece of this educational institution and has sponsored 

an Italian course expressly devoted to foreign women. The need for education was therefore shared with a 

group of students studying the teaching of General Pedagogy and Educational Communication and with the 

lecturer, Prof. Monica Amadini, who turned the Service Learning (SL) proposal into an effective community 

engagement device (Butin, 2010; Deans, 2000).

In the joint planning of the educational action, particular care was taken to employ female teachers and 

instructors (in order to respect the needs of those women who, due to religious and/or cultural reasons, 

would be unable to attend a mixed environment), to schedule lessons in the morning (to enable women with 

school-age children to reconcile their maternal role with their educational needs), and to organize a flexible, 

informal proposal (to counter possible resistance or uncertainty). 

The women who took part in the various editions of the course formed a group that was heterogeneous in 

its origins (ranging from Asia to the Middle East, and from Latin America to Africa) and in the life paths which 

had brought them to this common ground. Participants in the course included illiterate women, but also 

women who had graduated in their home country and held important positions. Each of them had a unique 

and completely different past and present, but all of them had a common desire: to learn and participate, but 

also just to meet. One element that was never missing from the lessons was the commitment with which these 

women approached and completed their course: in this sense, the fact that one of the women took part in 

both editions of the course proves the point.

Also, some female university students4 brought their skills and drive into play, taking part in a first phase of the 

course (managed by Prof. Amadini and Dr. Sara Damiola), a subsequent co-planning phase, and finally in the 

actual educational phase, during which they gave lessons. There was certainly no lack of elements of difficulty 

and loss, which emerged above all when the students experienced first-hand the complexity of an openness 

to communication which was restricted only by the limits of a growing language skill. “Initially,” one student 

acknowledged, “it was difficult, because not everyone could understand Italian well, and this was also a way to 

really understand the difficulty these people encounter when they enter a country that is completely new to 

them. Then, however, with time, we managed to understand one another, and everything went better.” So, 

the obstacles can be seen in a fresh light as opportunities for empathy and the understanding of others, as 

well as opportunities to find new ways, new strategies for meeting, ones which interrogate the whole person 

systemically. 

The education focused on enhancing daily life: in fact, learning a language means acquiring the necessary 

skills to communicate and live daily life to the full, to participate in the community and social life. In their 

temporary role as teachers, the university students understood literacy as an authentic process of inclusion 

from the outset. With this in mind, alongside the basic course, a historical-artistic-cultural study of the city of 
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Brescia was also organized.

A further added value of the SL experience was the presence in both editions of some foreign university 

students. Their commitment was an emblematic testimony of solidarity and active participation, motivated by 

a desire to return the support received in their own path of inclusion, sharing and assisting the young women, 

albeit for a short time, in a path that is certainly far from easy. In this regard, a foreign student commented: 

“Since I too have been through this literacy experience, I can fully understand their difficulties and qualms.” 

The SL experience was therefore enjoyed as an encounter, brief as it was, that was authentic and generative 

for both sides. A meeting that went beyond the educational themes, leading to the exchanging of telephone 

numbers and informal initiatives, an expression of an opportunity that was enriching both personally and 

professionally. 

3. Elements of innovation and educational gains

The integration between learning Italian as a second language and citizenship education using an SL approach 

represented an innovative process in terms of goals, organizational structure, didactic methodology and 

professional training. It was a telling experience to gather the recollections of the foreign women, but also 

the feedback of the students, who felt deeply involved. These recollections are an emblematic demonstration 

of just how generative the combination of literacy, intercultural education and service learning is, within a 

broader perspective of citizenship education (Stoecker, Tryon, Hilgendorf, 2009). 

The Service Learning also allowed the creation of a Situated Learning experience, but above all it was significant 

for both the groups of women involved, over and above impacting the relational processes, existential 

learning, and specific skills (linguistic on the one hand, professional on the other). It was possible to broaden 

the individual’s outlook and encounter new points of view, to obtain unexpected benefits.

The women who took part in the course boosted their value not only from the point of view of the acquisition 

of language skills, but also from the perspective of an expansion of the social fabric: “Literacy also means 

socialization, and this happens during the course,” as one of the participants testified.

As far as the university students were concerned, the SL produced a transformative academic experience 

characterized by collaborative learning, through co-design and the sense of having a leading role in the 

realization of the educational actions. The students also strengthened their awareness of the value of the 

university course undertaken and their confidence in a professional future. Their own words confirm the 

acquisition of significant intercultural and communication skills: “I liked this experience a lot also because I 

learned to appreciate their values and cultures when I spoke to these women. They enjoyed speaking about 

their origins very much, in fact they often translated the Italian word into their native language. This, in my 

opinion, makes it clear how much they are linked to their origins. So, this course taught me something too: 

we tried to teach them our language and a part of our culture, our habits, and they taught us their culture and 

their experiences of their home country.”

In effect, we can talk about a formative process which, for both of the groups involved, also promoted skills of 

a translinguistic and transcultural nature (De Leon, 2014). The SL experience was located within the scope of 

inclusion, which is achieved where there is exchange and reciprocity, where the effort to meet and understand 

is strong in both parties. The reciprocal commitment became an opportunity to recognize other people, but 

also afforded a source of personal and social growth and enrichment. 

This path also saw the birth of interesting processes of reciprocal identification from a female standpoint, 

since the foreign women and the students were more or less of the same age, with stories, roots, perspectives 

and life projects that were very different, but also quite similar. What was achieved thanks to this experience 
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was, without a doubt, an authentic encounter between cultural diversity from a female standpoint: the varied 

provenance which characterized the group of women attending the course allowed the creation of a diverse 

and culturally rich context, where it was possible to touch the uniqueness of the others and to understand 

their life path. An understanding that was not conveyed only by the words, but also passed through all those 

small universal gestures which allow us to approach one another: a smile, a certain look.

The SL experience therefore proved significant to promote an invaluable professional opportunity for the 

students, but also to launch intercultural encounters and generative processes geared to citizenship training 

for all the women involved (university students and literacy course participants), united by their young age, 

their desire to learn and share, but also marked by the diversity of their stories and destinies. One university 

student, in this regard, reported that she saw an opportunity for “equality, social recognition, self-esteem, and 

personal achievement” for all the women involved.

Last but not least, this Intercultural Service Learning experience proved capable of enhancing the formative 

role which a university course can represent for its students, not only in the classroom, but also in its 

openness to collaboration with local realities. In a society and in community cities structurally characterized 

by multiculturality, universities can further strengthen their research and training commitment in response to 

social demands by meeting local associations and authorities and constructing relationships of ever closer and 

more profitable formative alliances with them, within a paradigm of widespread educational empowerment. 

In point of fact, the ISL project presented shows great potential in terms of replicability for other universities, 

where networks of collaboration with local realities and shared projects are consolidated in response to 

specific needs of the relevant communities, and in an intercultural key.

4. Conclusions

With respect to the educational path described here, Service Learning represented a particularly effective 

framework to offer all the young women involved an important opportunity to enhance their encounter with 

diversity and otherness, as already shown by other international research projects (Palpacuer-Lee, Curtis, 

2017). Taking in particular Avineri’s ecological perspective on the intercultural competence concept, we 

believe that the experience proposed enabled both the university students and the young immigrant women 

to enjoy a complex intercultural experience, in which the learning processes were realized through a dialogue 

in different forms (more amicable at times, more didactic at other times, more one-to-one or more group-

oriented, …), allowing them to encounter otherness not so much in a linear univocal path, but in a complex, 

multi-faceted process. A process which can be represented by the image of “nested interculturalities” (Avineri, 

2015), an effective icon of the fact that the negotiation processes which distinguish intercultural meetings call 

different levels into question: styles of thinking, representations, agendas and priorities, as well as subjectivity 

while people are simultaneously involved and sharing spaces, time slots, and narratives. And it is precisely this 

“nested” complexity which enabled the women involved to understand how important it is to employ specific 

life skills, methodological concentration, design and practical skills and theoretical knowledge. 
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Notes
1 Professor of Pedagogy, Coordinator of the Board of Lecturers in Education and Training Sciences, Catholic University of 
the Sacred Heart, Brescia.
2 Subject Expert, Catholic University of the Sacred Heart, Brescia.
3 The teaching took place during the first year of the Degree Course in Education and Training Sciences at the Catholic 
University of Brescia.
4 In the first year of the course, in the 2017-2018 a.y., seventeen students were involved in the SL project, while twenty-two 
students took part in the subsequent edition 2018-2019 a.y.)
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Maps are not a Territory: Migrant Movements inside 
and outside Reception Centres

Abstract
This article presents the use of a participatory methodology to understand young adult migrants’ 

movements inside and outside reception centres. The compiling of maps by migrants, using drawing and 

oral narration, is an innovative educational research practice, in that it manages to highlight both the 

generative forms of coexistence present in the territory and the contact gaps between migrants and 

natives which still need to be filled in order to promote social inclusion.

Keywords

Maps, Territory, 

Participatory Methodology

1. Introduction

The title of the article refers to a well-known adage by Gregory Bateson: this systems theory expert maintained 

that “The map is not the territory, and the name is not the thing named,” (Bateson, 1979, p.47), anticipating 

the great discoveries of the cognitive sciences, in particular Embodied Cognition (Shapiro, 2011), which have 

shown how cognitive functions are generated thanks to sensory perceptions and the actions of the individual 

(Morabito, 2020). The perceptions and actions of an individual are in fact the object of study of this article 

which analyses, in an interpretative key, the drawing of the maps as well as the oral narratives produced by 

the authors, regarding the movements of young adult migrants inside and outside reception centres. The 

maps were generated as part of a pedagogical research project2 aimed at providing visibility and a voice to 

a group of young asylum-seekers and refugees residing in the province of Lecco. To be brief, the project 

questioned critically how asylum-seekers and refugees move around, what they feel and see, but also what 

is seen by workers3, operators, and citizens involved in the reception network. In effect, migrations are 

complex, global phenomena (IDMC, 2018), characterized in recent years by a strong acceleration caused by 

the intensification and interweaving of catastrophic effects on human lives produced not only by wars, but, 

increasingly, by climate change, which has already led to a significant increase in social inequalities globally 

(UNDESA, 2020). Maintaining that migration is a complex phenomenon, means addressing the issue of the 

reception of people from different countries, considering the possibility that they migrate for a dynamic and 

interwoven set of economic and socio-environmental reasons. This evidence is causing social researchers 

to ask questions in order to move away from a traditional vision of the phenomenon which clearly separates 

so-called “economic migrants” who move to seek better living conditions, from those forced to flee from 

wars, persecution or famine and seek asylum in Italy (Carbone, Gargiulo, Russo Spena, 2018). Moreover, at a 

national level, the dismantling of the integrated reception practices4 introduced by the “Security Decree” and 

the consequent reform of the reception and protection system for holders of international protection (and 

for unaccompanied foreign minors)5, have been accompanied by simplified and distorted political narratives 

about the presence of migrants which have made use of the contrast between the social groups of those who 

are part of the “migrant” category and those who are Italian citizens (Luraschi, Massena, Pitzalis, 2019) and are 

generating inequalities.

Silvia Luraschi1 
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This increase in social inequality raises new questions for education, especially when it comes to the socio-

cultural inclusion of adult migrants (Morrice, Shan & Sprung, 2017). In particular, studies of international 

migration have been highlighting that the characteristic of such movement has taken a key role in migrants’ 

travels both when crossing states’ borders and moving around inside them. To refer to this growing 

characteristic, the term “super-diversity” (Meissner & Vertovec, 2015) is used to describe coexistence in 

the same territory, which could potentially be generative and/or conflicting, among people who perceive 

themselves as different in terms of values and norms (Wildemeersch, 2017). This super-diversity represents 

a contemporary challenge which still needs to be dealt with by those involved in educational and training 

projects. This is because, in Italy, the perception of the presence and passage of foreigners is traditionally 

associated with feelings of threat and fear rather than considering the impact of immigrants and migrants 

as an enrichment for society and culture in the territory of settlement or transit (Verkuyten et al, 2018). With 

this in mind, the creation of maps drawn by young asylum seekers and refugees describes both their relations 

within the context of reception systems and, at a wider social level, the relations and concrete situations they 

encounter with natives in the creation of potential spaces of dialogue and generative coexistence. Moreover, 

as we shall see, these maps are equally useful in revealing gaps in contact between migrants and natives which 

still need to be filled in order to promote social inclusion in a territory. 

2. The method of co-building maps 

To describe the movements inside and outside refugee and asylum centres from a biographical and relational 

perspective (Merrill & West, 2012), we used a compositional and participatory research method (Formenti, 

2017) split into three different phases. In the start-up phase, we conducted interviews and dialogue meetings 

with reception professionals and volunteers to build a map of the movements of guests at the reception centres 

of the former SPRAR network of Lecco. In the first phase, we carried out a series of reflective workshops with 

young guests, and in the second, a series of participatory activities involving both refugees and young Italians 

in order to prompt an encounter between inhabitants of the same territory (Luraschi, 2020). In particular, this 

article focuses on analysing one of the workshops which took place during the first phase of the research. At 

this point, after a start-up phase in which we indirectly reconstructed the movements of refugees and asylum 

seekers, together with the reception operators in their position as insiders, (Luraschi & Del Negro, 2019), we 

set up four reflective workshops in different spaces and contexts of the territory of Lecco which the refugees 

frequented. The 3-hour-long sessions involved a total of 30 young people in the presence of one operator from 

the reception network engaged in the start-up phase. The participants, of 12 different nationalities, selected 

randomly, were all male since the reception centres involved in the project are community structures or small 

apartments with guests who are 85% male, between 18 and 30 years, where wide-ranging socio-educational 

interventions are carried out: from support in the management and organization of living spaces to training 

to promote life projects where women and families (the remaining 15%) follow specific projects. This research 

was the first opportunity for the young people to take part in a participatory activity for reflective purposes. 

Briefly, the workshop was divided into two parts already agreed with each participant during the recruitment 

process. In the first, an individual workshop, the students were asked to produce a drawing to describe the 

movements made during their day, thus mapping - on an A3 sheet of paper with the pens and colours available 

- the places and people frequented, with the possibility of representing (with different colours of their choice) 

both safe places and places where they did not feel safe. In the second part of the meeting, a discussion, the 

participants were invited to take the floor to describe their daily travels and to converse in groups using the 

language they preferred to compare what had emerged from the maps. The meetings were audio-recorded 
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and transcribed, and the maps were photographed. The texts and images collected were then analysed 

following an auto/biographical approach within a search framework using visual materials (Rose, 2016).

3. Migrants and schools

During the analyses, the maps and oral descriptions generated during the only workshop carried out at school 

were particularly rich in information, since they brought out the diversity (Bateson, 1979). The decision to 

carry out the activity at the CPIA of Lecco, initially not envisaged by the project which had planned to carry 

out all the workshops at the reception centres, turned out to be interesting since, in the start-up phase, we 

identified the school for adults as a place for migrants from different foreign countries bringing different 

experiences, to meet some natives (teachers or volunteers). The meeting was joined by 11 young men who 

were attending various afternoon courses in Italian, aged between 18 and 23, and living in Italy for 2 years on 

average. Arranged in a circle around a large table, after drawing their maps, they spontaneously announced 

what they considered important to share with others.

Particularly evocative was the map of Maiga (Figure,1), a young Malian, just recently come of age, who depicted 

his present experience with a metaphor and managed to create connections between his present and past 

experiences. 

Figure 1 - Maiga’s Map

This young man, still a guest in a community for unaccompanied minors, drew a cube. In presenting his cube-

shaped map to the group he described the image he had chosen to put on paper and his passion for geometric 

designs discovered here in Italy at school, but, above all, his sensation of feeling, in his own words, in a “large 

prison”. Living in a community for minors, he explained, meant, first accepting a whole series of significant 

restrictions on movement, and learning, through discussions with community educators, that passing the middle 

school leaving exam meant “staying at home to study.” The six square faces of the cube, he told us, were coloured 

in two different ways - a plain colour and using a pointillist technique - to represent different experiences: 

MAIGA: Green, yellow and red are the colours of my country’s flag […] the black is war, and the white between 

the dots is peace, which comes and goes…

The strategy of drawing a cube may seem judgemental at first sight, a way of not responding to the invitation 

to trace daily movements, when instead it symbolizes in an utterly effective way the young man’s emotions and 
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psycho-physical sensations. In particular, the artistic power to evoke the universal dimension of peace using 

the white background between the colours shows that the presence of the young man could be a resource 

of imagination and creativity to be explored for the community living in the territory of Lecco. Maiga’s map 

therefore invites those involved in education to consider young migrants as intact people, despite any 

adversity they may have faced, not therefore wanting or traumatized by war or migration (Papadoupolos, 

2007), but individuals with a path of evolution in front of them, starting from the resources that have enabled 

them to cope with past and present difficulties. 

If the relationship with the territory and its inhabitants still remains to be explored for Maiga, this emerged 

more clearly in the map by Boubacar (Figure 2), a 19-year-old baker from Guinea. In fact, Boubacar is a student 

worker and asylum-seeker who, unlike Maiga, spends a lot of time outside the Emergency Reception Centre 

where he has been living for around two years. 

Figure 2 - Boubacar’s Map

The young man identified the places which have meaning for him by labelling them: Lake Como and the Piani 

Resinelli (a plateau of the Alpine foothills) are located on the left, while on the right are the mosque and the 

school, the latter surrounded by a heart to mark it as a special place. Through oral sharing, we understood 

better that for him the desire to spend time outdoors, in the mountains and at the lake, in his condition as a 

student worker was not compatible: 

BOUBACAR: Right now, I don’t have time to do so many things I like, because I work from 10:00 in the evening to 

6:00 in the morning. I return home at 7, I sleep until noon, and then I get ready to come to school. […] My only 

day off is Friday.

The description of Boubacar’s day is a far cry from the stereotype of the migrant who “does not want to work” 

and shows that work and school commitments have reduced not only his free time, but above all the social 

relations which could be cultivated in this time, to the extent that for the young man it seems that he only 

has time to attend the mosque on Fridays. The experiences of Maiga and Boubacar are at odds: the former 

spends most of his time inside the reception centre while the latter is often outside, at school, or at the bakery 

where he works. At the same time, however, these two different daily lives have in common the absence of 

non-formal and informal relations with Italian citizens. This lack of contact is a pattern which we found to 

be very common in the experiences of the young migrants we rallied during the first phase of the research. 
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Knowing that this lack of contact occurs among young people is not only a result of the phenomenon in 

terms of scientific knowledge, but also a starting point for the second phase of the research where a group 

of young members of a local cultural association were involved, together with the migrants. The aim of this 

research was in fact pedagogical, and aimed directly at transforming reception practices, through the active 

participation of the participants, in order to promote social inclusion and reduce the phenomena of spatial 

exclusion or separation reported by the participants. 

4. Conclusions

If it is true that the migrants’ maps are not the territory, it is nonetheless true that they do describe the nature 

of their relations with local inhabitants in a creative way. The maps of the two young men reveal a lack of 

non-informal and informal interactions with the Lecco community whom they encounter only at school or in 

the workplace. These two environments of life therefore create potentially generative interaction spaces to 

experience super-diversity. For this reason, the second phase of the research created spaces for interaction in 

the field between young migrants and natives. In conclusion, trying out labour-intensive and reflexive activities 

with migrants within adult education can, thanks to actively listening to their subjective experience and the 

creation of maps, bring out the voice of both asylum-seeker and refugee students and offer them, within the 

school, a space for reflection on their needs. This opens up new perspectives for action to promote their 

inclusion, and also to involve the wider local community. In terms of educational value, creating spaces where 

the movements and life trajectories of young people and adults, whether “migrants” or “natives,” can be shared 

and discussed, can help us reflect on how the paths of social inclusion and the cultural and economic nature of 

migrants has an impact on the continuing reconstruction of the idea of a “border” (Mezzadra, Neilson, 2014). 

In fact, even today, in the territory we inhabit there are more or less (in)visible borders which inhibit or impede 

communication and dialogue with refugees and asylum-seekers. In conclusion, drawing maps together can 

reveal not only separations, but also create an unusual meeting space to be explored in order to strengthen 

the links between inhabitants and the places where they live. 
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Notes
1 PhD – Research Fellow, Department of Human Sciences for Education, University of Milan-Bicocca.
2 The research project Unexpected Persons: Reception, space and sense between metaphor and reality in the journeys 
of young adult migrants was funded by the Alsos Foundation, under the scientific direction of Prof. Laura Formenti, 
University of Milan Bicocca. 
3 The female declination of the term follows the Guidelines for the use of gender in the administrative language of the 
MIUR.
4 Integrated reception was guaranteed by the Protection System for Asylum Seekers and Refugees (SPRAR) made up of 
networks of local authorities rooted throughout the Country. 
5  The reception system renamed SIMUIM (formerly SPRAR), no longer welcomes asylum-seekers. For further information 
see: https://www.siproimi.it/ [10/03/2020].
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Proposals for Teaching L2 in the Multicultural 
Classes of European Secondary Schools

Raffaella Biagioli1 

Abstract
Developing the language skills of secondary school students in multicultural classes requires a 

strengthening of teachers’ skills and the use of specific methodologies to facilitate learning for all. 

Here are some of the methodologies proposed in the Erasmus project “Qualification for Minor 

Migrants Education and Learning Open Access – On-line Teacher Training” which, through the 

use of an authoritative European-level educational path, has helped to strengthen teachers’ 

skills and facilitate the inclusion of migrant minors.
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1. Language and identity

The development of broad, sound language skills is an indispensable condition for the growth of the person 

and for the full exercise of citizenship, for critical access to all cultural areas, and for the achievement of success 

at school in every sector of study. In order to achieve these extensive cross-sectoral aims, it is necessary that 

the learning of a language is subject to specific attention on the part of all the teachers who must coordinate 

their activities to this end.

Through language, the children of migrants as exponents of a second culture can “become an individual”, given 

that each language is a system of elaboration and expression of thought, a means to build one’s own world. 

In this light, forcing someone to change words means threatening his or her personality, his or her system of 

values. A language of communication allows the translation of personal experience in order to pool it with that 

of others, whatever the formal aspects of the language used. However, it is not a question of taking the term 

communication in a narrow and reductive sense. This is not about the pure and simple transmission of messages 

and information, it is the translation into words of an ordered vision of the world, modelled by an entire culture, a 

life lived in society and a family environment, and a personality, in terms of permanent interactions (Demetrio & 

Favaro, 2016). And all those who belong to the same community have, therefore, a cultural and linguistic capacity 

to understand and make themselves understood which others do not have. Despite this, everyone knows only 

too well that messages can be ambiguous, can change their meaning according to the context and provoke a 

series of misunderstandings, even within the same culture. It is not a question of bending oneself to the language 

of communication. Little by little, it is a question of creating walkways between two languages featuring two 

different visions of the world so that there is no reduction of either one or the other so that, later on, children can 

also translate their lives with the language of culture, if such is their wont, if such is their pleasure, and this without 

having the unbearable sensation of denying oneself (Paradis, 2010).

The language of communication is a fundamental issue since it represents the centre of an individual’s 

constitution, a centre of cognitive power, and is the pivot between content and relationship and one of the 

drivers of social exclusion.
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2. The contribution of the Erasmus+ QuaMMELOT Project

The flow of child migrants within the Mediterranean basin has brought to light the inadequacy of secondary 

schools in the face of new scenarios in the classroom, which are increasingly multi-ethnic, especially in the 

presence of unaccompanied foreign minors who have specific problems of integration, in addition to being 

disadvantaged in their access to learning. It has also highlighted the need to integrate young people from 

migratory contexts and, at the same time, allow a kind of school learning which can reduce social exclusion 

(Biagioli, 2018). 

The poor results of foreign students at secondary school are evidence of the difficulties they face, passing from 

the receptive and productive skills to communicate and interact in daily life to those required to understand 

the explanations inherent to the different subjects being studied – whose name they sometimes do not even 

know – and their textbooks. In fact, they are required to listen, read, express themselves orally and in writing 

on themes that are not always known – and sometimes addressed from different points of view than those of 

their home country – but first and foremost, they are required to understand and memorize a specific lexicon, 

to know how to conceptualize and abstract (Dodman, 2013).

When students approach a subject, they are often used to a narrative style, while here they are faced with a 

descriptive and argumentative style, with a construction of a hypotactic type and an abstract lexicon. Teachers 

need to become facilitators of studying, individuals who first teach “how” to study, and must therefore be 

capable of facilitating such study with a didactic mediation based on tools (Diadori, Palermo & Troncarelli, 

2015).

However, teachers need to be supported in the work they carry out in increasingly diversified classes, both to 

prevent school failures and the segregation of minors, and to learn to cope with diversity in learning (Biagioli 

& Giudizi, 2019). 

The “Qualification for Minor Migrants Education and Learning Open Access – On-line Teacher Training” 

project, funded by the 2014-2020 Erasmus+ programme, fosters the strengthening of teachers’ skills 

through the use of an authoritative European-level educational path for secondary school teachers, aimed at 

encouraging the school integration of minor migrants, in particular unaccompanied foreign minors, in order 

to curb disadvantages in learning as well as truancy.

The project also seeks to strengthen the teachers’ skills – basic, transversal, and soft –to meet the needs of 

migrant students in educational, scholastic and social contexts and to allow them to teach at their very best. 

This is an on-line course, created and tested in Italy, Spain, Greece and Denmark, based on an interactive 

environment to train teachers in order to put them in a position to facilitate the school integration of migrant 

children, the learning of the various subjects and the achievement of educational success. The goal is to 

discourage early school leaving and encourage social participation, so as to provide young migrants with the 

possibility of dealing with peers and teachers in a more equal way and to have adequate support modelled on 

individual, linguistic and didactic needs, all of which allows teachers to take on the role of a “facilitator”, capable 

of collaborating with other educational players (language mediators, educators, and external experts).

This educational path has already involved over 100 teachers who have been able to acquire a stimulating 

holistic approach to classroom management methods, teaching practices and methodologies. 

The ability to carry out research in an educational context is a complex skill which requires declarative, 

procedural and contextual knowledge, know-how and strategic use of these.
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3. Examples of methodologies adopted which were proposed by the partner countries: 

The Language Portrait (Denmark)

So-called linguistic portraits-graphic visualizations of the linguistic repertoire – which use the outline of a 

body – are used in schools and other educational institutions to initiate processes of reflection on language 

and to promote sensitivity in dealing with multilingualism. In recent years, the linguistic portrait has become 

increasingly established as a research tool, following on from the work carried out by the Spracherleben 

Research Group of the University of Vienna. This portrait has proved particularly productive in addressing 

issues which highlight a perspective of lived experience of language and concepts such as the positioning of 

an individual (Busch, 2018).

While, on the one hand, linguistic portraits have been embraced with enthusiasm and applied in various ways, 

especially in pedagogical contexts, on the other, when applied in research, like other creative methods they 

often encounter scepticism and are subject to the general suspicion of being insufficiently ‘academic’. This 

particular exercise creates a visual and narrative tale in the first person and prompts an exploration of the 

linguistic repertoire from the individual’s point of view.

It is a chronotopically stratified arrangement, adopted and modified in interactions with significant others. It 

is therefore seen as incarnate, as a part of our corporal being with which we relate to our surroundings, and as 

a kind of script in which speeches and ideologies tell us who is the main player; like a form of representation in 

which image and language do not appear in their “pure” form but are related to each other. Meaning is created 

both ways without one being a translation or illustration of the other. We must therefore ask ourselves what 

the peculiarities of the forms of pictorial representation are with respect to the language forms. From the 

point of view of social semiotics, Kress and Van Leeuwen (2006) examined the relationship between writing 

and image and tried to develop a grammar of visual design based on semiotics and the theory of speech 

(Busch, 2018).

The creative process of visualization gives us the opportunity to take a break to use pictorial representation to 

reflect on the language practices and preferences which normally pass by subconsciously and then talk about 

these. The process of design, commentary and interpretation can also help to make us increasingly aware 

of linguistic resources which are considered peripheral in other contexts (for example, languages picked up 

in informal contexts), to reassess their repertoire and to validate them in a sense of self-awareness. Overall, 

a representation mode which uses both visual and verbal modes can help to prevent us from returning too 

quickly to pre-established narrative patterns and respond to regulatory expectations. For example, when it 

comes to the language used in drafting a CV, it is expected that the individual languages will be listed according 

to the degree of competence, or in the chronological order in which they were learned. Visualization of the 

linguistic repertoire favours a representation which also allows us to tackle linguistic attitudes or the bodily 

and emotional aspects of lived experiences of language. Kramsch (2009, p. 60) stressed the importance of 

taking these subjective attitudes into account in the language learning process: “Far from being perceived 

as a means of communication and exchange of information, the foreign language is first and foremost lived 

physically, linguistically, emotionally and artistically.” Frequently, important ideas are obtained for research on 

multilingualism when, in linguistic portraits, unexpected or irritating matters are expressed.

In the linguistic portrait, the image functions as a means of opening a conversation and as a reference point 

within it, thus favouring the evocation of (biographical) narrations.

The purpose of the linguistic portrait is to be an important pointer, to promote awareness and visibility, to be 

a teaching tool for the teacher, to stimulate the potential of learning between languages.
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4. The Easy-to-Read method: role playing for refugee children in Attica2

Recognizing the native language of refugee/migrant students and promoting the teaching of Greek as a second 

language has been developed with the aim of encouraging their inclusion in schools.

At a time of constant change and cultural interactions, the inclusion of refugee and migrant children in the 

education system is a must. Schools need to be inclusive, multicultural communities which lead to the multilateral 

development of students and their full involvement in social life. The problems encountered by Greek intercultural 

classes are to have adequate psychological support, especially for unaccompanied minors (stress, insecurity, 

refusal to attend school); the presence of students who have never attended or who have left school early; the 

absence of parents and tutors; a lack of knowledge of the host country language; communication problems, not 

only because of the different language, but also because of cultural differences and the prospect of moving. Many 

parents never send their children to school, considering the learning of Greek pointless, since it will not be used in 

the final destination country. They are more amenable to English or German courses organized by NGOs or other 

bodies, because this is knowledge which is of more use to them. Access to knowledge is an inalienable right of 

every student, and refugee or immigrant students are in a language-disadvantageous position during their first 

years in Greece. They need to learn Greek so that they can easily integrate into the school and the community.

The first priority was to achieve a sense of self-confidence and acceptance, to develop communication and 

help students adapt to the educational process and the establishment of the school in order to become 

familiar with the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFRL) standards and the ways 

in which language acquisition levels are defined. After the presentation of the general language acquisition 

reference parameters and also of some examples of “can-do” targets, the teacher should be able to recognize 

the levels of language acquisition and identify the differences:

• define the level of language acquisition according to “can-do” targets;

• analyse “can-do” targets in small lessons;

• use “can-do” targets to choose teaching materials and design activities;

• use “can-do” targets as student evaluation criteria.

“Easy to Read” is a tool which can help with this, and it allows teachers to simplify and transcribe texts using 

appropriate vocabulary, simple grammatical structures, illustrations and more, to facilitate understanding. With 

this method, the aim is not only to compose a text that is accessible to all the students, but also to adapt it to the 

needs of a specific target. In the choice of the text to be transcribed, the level of linguistic competence of the 

students and the difficulties inherent to the text itself must be borne in mind: the subject, its scope and type, 

its vocabulary and its morphosyntactic structures, plus the learning objectives of the unit that will be taught.

Drama and role-playing, on the other hand, are dynamic experiential activities which can improve language 

learning through entertainment, while promoting social inclusion. Language learning is therefore carried out 

in an easy, subconscious way. The movements and language of the body make students feel more relaxed 

and enrich their speech. Students feel free to express themselves, which drives communication. Together 

with the students, the teacher builds a map of possible expressions for the most frequently used verbs, such 

as: greeting, thanking, wishing and apologizing, preparing a board with proposals suggested by the learners, 

choosing particular forms of greeting (e.g. meeting some friends of their parents to bid them farewell before 

their departure for a long journey; telephoning/writing to a friend living in another city to thank him for a gift; 

telephoning/writing to a distant sick relative to wish him a speedy recovery; meeting a neighbour to apologize 

after a quarrel…). The holistic approach which characterized the content of the teaching material for teachers 

of different disciplines afforded an opportunity to advance the students’ language skills, facilitate acquisition 

of knowledge in various subjects, and facilitate the integration of refugee minors.
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5. Conclusions

This project, developed within a theoretical and methodological framework, provided criteria and tools 

for teachers to structure in classroom paths consistent with a language and learning model which met the 

students’ needs, by designing itineraries for linguistic communication which made use, in particular for the 

teaching of Italian as a second language of themes such as food, as well as elaborating stories for groups using 

images and comic strips. In the Italian classes involved, the need also emerged, in the teaching of grammar, 

to take care to simplify oral and written texts; to provide glossaries and explanations of sectoral terms; to 

make the delivery clear and simple; to make extensive use of non-linguistic material (tables, images, diagrams, 

graphs, etc.) and to resort to charts.

Fig.1 – Results of the Language Learning module content assessment

The participation of teachers in the on-line course therefore helped to strengthen the basic, transversal and 

soft skills and to make them more aware of their students’ linguistic resources, to re-evaluate their repertoire, 

and to validate it in a sense of self-awareness as facilitators of their learning who first teach “how” to study and, 

therefore enable them to study with didactic mediation based on tools. 

In the monitoring report carried out by the Greek national team, using a questionnaire which collected both 

quantitative and qualitative data, when asked about the topics considered appropriate for their education, it 

was found that the Language Learning module was highly appreciated, 40.48% deeming it “Too useful” and 

34.52% “Very useful”, as shown in the chart above (Fig.1).

The evaluation of the activities proposed in the module also received positive ratings: 41.67% “Too useful” and 

38.29% “Very useful” (Fig.2).
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Fig.2 – Results of the Language Learning module activity assessment

The skills acquired by the teachers included being able to carry out a cross-curricular didactic activity also 

with the use of ICT, bearing in mind that the metalinguistic reflection and therefore the conceptualization of 

notions which concern, for example, Italian, along with its grammar and syntax, present a different degree of 

difficulty depending on the cultures the students belong to. The graph shows that ICT was considered “Too 

useful” by 41.67% and “Very useful” by 32.14% (Fig.3).

Fig.3 – Results of the evaluation of the usefulness of ICT 

We can therefore say that the fact of having provided the teachers, through the online course, with encouraging 

methods for the intellectual development and learning of migrant and refugee students in secondary 

education, improved the learning outcomes and also supported and strengthened integration policies.
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Notes
1 Associate Professor of the University of Florence, President of the Primary Education Study Course, Coordinator of the 
KA2 European Project QuaMMELOT.
2 Intervention presented by the Greek Pedagogical Team in Athens during a Multiplier Event on 24 January 2020.
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1. Introduction

Starting from the last decades of the twentieth century, the complexity of the current world and the speed of 

the changes taking place in societies at every latitude has determined the evolution of pedagogical models 

which over time have led to the construction of educational paths which focus on transforming students into 

active, responsible citizens (Catarci & Fiorucci, 2013). Intercultural approaches to teaching and learning require 

the development of an understanding of multiple socio-cultural contexts and an ability to use knowledge 

of other cultures to facilitate communication (Liddicoat, 2004). Being familiar with other cultures means 

understanding different ways of representing the world and acting on reality (Biagioli, 2019). As Graziella 

Favaro (2017, p. 49) stated, it is necessary to be able to combine unity with diversity, in order to respond to both 

specific needs and those connected to common learning, to identify the goals of informal communication, 

and those of curricular acquisition. These are only some of the challenges facing teachers who work in classes 

which are heterogeneous in terms of language and culture of origin.

2. Teacher training

In March 2006, the Guidelines for the Inclusion and Integration of Foreign Students1 placed “the learning and 

development of Italian as a second language” at the centre “of the educational action” and stressed that “all 

class teachers, of any discipline” must be involved in order to cooperate in the process of integration which 

can also be achieved through “the acquisition and learning of Italian, an essential condition [...] to participate 

in and feel part of the school community or otherwise.” (pp. 6-11).

The teaching of Italian as a contact language activates the path of acceptance and nourishes the sense of 

belonging to the school and extracurricular community, considering all class teachers as linguistic facilitators 

who can integrate disciplinary, management, relational, intercultural, didactic and linguistic skills (Cartei, 

2010). This hammers home the importance of the role played by teachers’ ‘know-how’ and skills in facilitating 
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and promoting inclusive contexts, confirming the centrality of in-service training for teachers who work in 

highly complex socio-cultural contexts (Zoletto & Zanon, 2019).

These considerations are related to the need for lifelong learning for teachers, as indicated in the Memorandum 

on Education and Lifelong Learning (2000) in line with the requests expressed by the European Council in 

Lisbon which, in its Conclusions (paragraph 26), emphasized the importance of the basic new skills concerning 

information technology, knowledge of foreign languages, technological culture, entrepreneurial spirit, 

and social skills (as quoted in Capperucci, 2013). To this end, within the Lifelong Learning Programme-LLP 

established by the European Parliament in November 2006, an Erasmus programme was launched aimed not 

only at the didactic, learning and European mobility needs of students, but also involving the teaching staff 

and many other individuals who are active in the organization and delivery of education and lifelong learning 

(Capperucci, 2013, pp. 113-114).

In Italy, Law 107/2015, through the 2016-2019 Teacher Training Plan, considered “in-service training as a 

continuous learning environment, that is, a system of opportunities for growth and professional development 

for the entire school community. The professional growth of the staff, active participation in the cultural debate 

and the concrete contribution to the renewal and development of the education system, and therefore of the 

country system, represent the same number of conditions for restoring renewed social credibility to those 

who work in the world of education.” (p. 5).

3. The experience of the Professional Refresher Course in “Organization 

and Management of Educational Institutions in Multicultural Contexts” 

Based on the 2016-2019 National Plan for In-Service Teacher Training, which pointed to “integration, citizenship, 

and global citizenship skills” being among the national priorities – with particular attention to institutions 

operating in multicultural and highly complex social contexts – a training scheme funded by the “2014-2020 

Asylum, Migration and Integration Fund” (FAMI) was developed, realized in different phases involving various 

institutional players.

A first part of the Training Plan, divided into 4 axes, saw the FORLILPSI Department of the University of Florence 

as the institution providing a Master’s programme in “Organization and Management of Educational Institutions 

in Multicultural Contexts” (2016-2017 a.y.), which was followed by a second phase concerning research-action 

activities at school implemented by means of a professional refresher course in “Organization and Management 

of Educational Institutions in Multicultural Contexts. National Research-Action Programme FAMI 2” (2018-2019 

a.y.). In this second phase, fifty teachers working at Tuscan educational institutions were trained.

The research-action activities carried out by the teachers working in the scholastic institutions belonging 

to the regional network were preceded by a face-to-face training module (6-hour), which focused on the 

theme of research in education and on elaboration of the related research design for school contexts, and 

by an e-learning course (24-hour) provided on the University Lifelong Learning platform, with the aim of 

building shared knowledge on the themes of educational research and emergencies deriving from specific 

contexts, through inter-active teaching which fostered collaboration between the students and the swapping 

of practices between them (Ranieri, 2005).

Thirty hours of research-action activities were carried out within the schools of the target network, at the end 

of which the teachers who had participated in the course drafted a Project Work.

The research-action favoured the perspective of the teacher-researcher who knows the classroom context in 

a thorough and scientific way and can transform it by planning improvements, controlling the processes used 

and repeating them, if necessary, with revisions and changes in strategy (Trinchero, 2018) (Fig. 1).
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Fig. 1 Source: R. Trinchero, 2018; www.edurete.org [10/03/2020].

The course was implemented in a blended learning mode and envisaged a close correlation between face-

to-face lessons, cooperative activity carried out in e-learning, and the implementation of research designs 

at school, with the aim of creating a continuous link between educational theory and practice, enriched by 

the co-construction and integration of ‘know-how’ through the exchanging of practices between trainee 

teachers.

From the presentation of the Project Work2 carried out, a set of topics emerged which can be traced back to 

three thematic macro-areas, namely:

• Towards an intercultural curriculum;

• Methods, tools and languages for educational success;

• Language learning in the multicultural school.

These themes were at the heart of a National Conference held on 14 September 2019 at the University of 

Florence, FORLILPSI Department, entitled Multicultural contexts: the school tells its story, at which – after the 

speakers’ presentations – three parallel work sessions were held, during which some of the trained teachers 

presented their research.

In particular, from the session entitled Language Learning in the Multicultural School, research-action 

experiences emerged, regarding: 

• multilingual and intercultural education in the global school; 

• the valorization of languages of origin among non-Italophone students; 

• coding and Italian as L2;

• the didactics of inclusion: the key role played by the school in the process of integrating non-Italophone stu-

dents into the social fabric - focus on affectivity;

• the fairy tale and “Kamishibai” as a form of teaching to improve inclusion in the lower secondary school of an 

absolutely illiterate student, who had never gone to school.

A summary of the results of the e-learning activities conducted by the students is presented below.

http://www.edurete.org
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4. Good ideas which emerged from the Forum

A reading of the posts published by the teachers in the General Forum of the Course showed widespread 

interest in sharing practices, methodologies and tools known and tested in individual educational practices 

which were then adopted and transferred into research-action, or were included in personal toolboxes.

Below are some discussion topics related to the teaching of Italian L2 regarding issues of inclusion, citizenship, 

and empathy as effective ways to build relationships (Boffo, 2012a).

GLOSSARY
The students created a glossary dedicated to the terms used for research on education to verify their under-
standing of the reference texts and to take action in individual bibliographical research. 

No. of participants 50

Items processed 232

Total database accesses 1,416

SHARED BIBLIOGRAPHY
The students actively participated in the creation of a database of bibliographical indications, multimedia con-
tents, links to websites and web pages dedicated to topics useful for the research-action project to be carried 
out in their classes.

No. of participants 50

Records processed 232

Total database accesses 2,131

FORUM
The trainees attended the Course Forum discussing themes and topics related to research-action and educa-
tional experiences and practices.

No. of participants 50

Total discussions 106

Posts published 145

Total views 2,765
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THE SILENT BOOKS: Silent books which speak all languages

by BARBARA FANTI - Friday, April 26th, 2019, 11:05 pm

Speaking of intercultural pedagogy, of inclusive teaching, over the years everyone refines and develops “tools 
of the trade” in which they recognize themselves more than in others. Personally, I have often experienced a 
quasi-identification in front of the eloquent silence of silent books: ductile, multifaceted tools, adaptable to 
many different situations in language labs, facilitators and promoters of relationships. Through informed nar-
ratives using images, the mechanisms of negotiation and the co-construction of meaning are explored. It can 
be observed that shared reading of books without words can enhance individual narratives and that this has 
a positive impact on strengthening self-esteem and improving inclusive relationships. Sharing a silent book is 
motivating when it comes to reading and discussing reality, it facilitates the learning of the language and the 
creation of a group, it encourages the sharing of personal experiences and meanings. The perspective of the 
course is interdisciplinary. Reading silent books emerges as a precious opportunity to teach global citizenship 
and exercise the right to be active readers in the international community.
In this regard, the sharing of vertical and horizontal paths developed by the teachers is of great interest.

EMPATHY

by ROSAMARIA AGOSTINO - Friday, March 29, 2019, 5:17 pm

Number of responses: 3

One of the tools which helps to define effective actions in the face of difficult situations is empathy: the 
ability to “put oneself in others’ shoes”. In fact, this allows us to more easily acquire that series of facts related 
to the sense of trust which often arises as a result of an empathic attitude, allowing us to understand the 
problem in question more easily and any solutions. Sometimes mistaken as the quality of those who are 
‘good’, or worse, those who wish to indulge those in front of them, empathy is instead the ability to fully 
understand a situation that has arisen. In the school environment, therefore, we are called to exercise this 
ability to the utmost, not only to feel good in class or solve a given problem, but to be genuinely effective 
educators.

Re: EMPATHY

by GIOVANNA ANTONIA CRUCITTI - Sunday, March 31, 2019, 5:05 pm

I agree that it is very important, from an educational point of view, to develop the ability to “put oneself in 
others’ shoes” since this “broadens our point of view”, helps us to see things that happen and people from dif-
ferent perspectives. My research-action is based on this approach and uses role-play as the main methodology 
to try to bring out this ability or enhance it.

by ELENA CRESCIOLI - Saturday, March 30, 2019, 6:20 pm

I agree with giving a leading role to empathy, without which not only would a conscious understanding and 
collaboration between peers not be possible, but also the establishment of an “educational pact” between tea-
cher and students. Relating in an empathic way means first of all recognizing one’s own thoughts and emotions 
by labelling them and then relating to others using the same procedure.
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From this brief survey of the topics addressed by the teachers in the Course Forum, we can glimpse the 

multiplicity and complexity of the topics addressed in daily educational practice, and the evolution of the 

figure of the teacher-researcher, reflective and ready to transform his or her practices, aware that overcoming 

critical issues and continually improving educational action also depend on the ability to feel part of an 

educating community to be co-built every day (Cunti, 2018). 

5. Conclusions

The blended learning modality with which the Professional Refresher Course in “Organization and management 

of educational institutions in multicultural contexts” was delivered at the University of Florence’s FORLILPSI 

Department allowed differentiation of the teaching materials and training activities proposed through the 

use of multiple digital tools. The trainees were involved in examples of collaborative e-learning such as the 

construction of a “Shared Bibliography” – a database with information and contents relating to the themes 

of research-action and educational practices – or the setting up of a forum through which trainees could 

communicate experiences and practices carried out in the teaching classes.

Blended learning therefore represents the possibility of training in contexts characterized by a strong 

synergy between media, tools, methodologies, relationships, and cooperation, in an environment defined 

by an interaction between real and virtual classrooms, and between trainees, while optimizing learning times 

(Ferrari, 2019). 

The teachers who trained on the Professional Refresher Course funded by the national FAMI project fully 

understood how theoretical and practical research favours innovative educational and didactic solutions. In 

this same light, the importance of continuous teacher training and the trainees’ awareness that it is necessary 

to learn to learn by studying cases, and also by practising research-action, encourages the process of inclusion 

of all the students at a school in multicultural contexts. 

Postgraduate university training opens up a dimension which encourages the implementation of skills, 

reflexivity, and professional development from the perspective of the teacher-researcher (Boffo, 2012b; 

Federighi, 2018).

MULTILINGUAL CLASSES AND THE IMPORTANCE OF LANGUAGE

LAURA PALMISANI
Re: Multilingual classes and the importance of language
by LAURA PALMISANI - Monday, April 29, 2019, 4:41 pm

As for the sciences, I am aware of the importance of having to take care of vocabulary in a peculiar and con-
stant way, to ensure that it becomes usable also by non-Italian-speaking children, and to do this I try to prepare 
lessons enriched with drawings and images (drawn or projected on an IWB). As far as maths is concerned, the 
greatest difficulty is found in solving problems since they are closely linked to an understanding of the text 
which in turn implies linguistic competence.
I find it very helpful for non-Italian-speaking children to look at problems after having “visualized” them or 
“acted them out” (role-playing). Students respond positively to a request to visualize and represent a problem 
before solving it in their notebook.
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Notes
1  Research fellow at the FORLILPSI Department, University of Florence.
2  Results of research-action activities in schools: Total research projects carried out 48; Project work delivered 48; Educatio-
nal institutions involved 19.
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1. Introduction

Italy’s Provincial Centres for Adult Education (CPIA) are the first place to access the school and education 

system for adult migrants. CPIA staff are therefore engaged in welcoming a number of mostly foreign users, 

some of whom work, who access the Centre’s courses and around whom an individual training plan needs to 

be built. 

In order to build a proposal and an education agreement that can meet the expectations of users who wish 

to obtain a middle school or secondary school diploma, it is necessary to use suitable methods and tools 

that can solicit the emergence of useful information to enhance previous knowledge, taking into account 

linguistic difficulties and different contexts of origin, where completed or interrupted schooling refers to 

school systems different from those in Italy, both in curricular and methodological terms. Consequently, the 

teachers need to hone their skills in terms of reception, orientation, and evaluation of previous learning, with 

a methodological approach that is suitable for the target of users.

On the basis of these reflections, the CPIA 10 of Lazio and the Laboratory of Qualitative Methodologies 

in Adult Education of the Department of Education of the University of Rome “Tre”, carried out a project 

within the activities of the Regional Centre for Research, Experimentation and Development of Lazio entitled 

“Competence and hospitality from a network perspective”, with the general objective of studying and 

promoting skills relating to the reception and credit recognition of foreign students at the CPIA. 

2. The project

Given the characteristics of the project objectives, it was decided to use the research-action model (Lewin, 

1980), which is consistent with the need to bring out teachers’ expertise and orientation, in their position 

as privileged witnesses of the context in which the project is realized, as well as being indirect recipients of 

the tools built and tested. Cooperation between researcher and teachers allowed the structuring of a peer 
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relationship, in sharing the design of the project, through a continuous exchange of expectations, needs, and 

strategies.

The project was divided into three main phases: a fact-finding survey open to all the teachers of the Lazio 

CPIA, two focus groups and a training course which involved twenty teachers from four CPIAs (CPIA 3 Rome, 

CPIA 8 Frosinone, CPIA 9 Latina, and CPIA 10 Formia). 

The fact-finding survey, which 47 teachers took part in, was carried out through an anonymous online 

questionnaire, in which information was collected on timelines, practices and tools intended for the reception 

of migrant students. The results underlined the teachers’ difficulties in using tools suitable for the target in 

question: they mainly adopted closed and open questionnaires and restricted the time devoted to interviews; 

the practices among the various CPIA branches were not the same and this could prove penalizing for students 

who move from one centre to another for residence and/or work reasons. 

The information collected was used to build a laboratory activity with two focus groups, in order to bring 

out the teachers’ experience, their training and refresher needs regarding reception methods and tools. 

The teachers participating in the project activities created a profile of skills for the reception of users and to 

recognize credits.

On the motivation side, the positivity and interest in dealing with adult students, bearers of both personal and 

professional experiences including multicultural ones, emerged clearly. Andragogical education (Knowles, 1996) 

and the intercultural approach (Portera, 2013) are considered a new didactic challenge, but also experiential 

(Jarvis, 2004) and of human enrichment. Furthermore, there is a strong perception of playing a role which 

extends beyond the educational objective and borders on intercultural mediation, where the teacher becomes 

an “agent of democratization favouring the acquisition of full citizenship” (Fiorucci, 2017, p.77), operating to 

rehabilitate truants, and foster paths of inclusion and participation in political and social life.

In the discussion on the skills needed by CPIA teachers, it became clear that intercultural skills, knowledge of 

social contexts and the school systems of origin are required to teach properly in an adult and multicultural 

context. Furthermore, certain specific skills were identified to carry out the reception activities, from the ability 

to adequately inform users and assist them in correctly compiling registration forms and signing the educational 

pact, to identifying formal skills related to knowledge/curricular disciplines and informal and non-formal skills, 

the ability to orient and effectively communicate complex concepts to non-native Italian speakers.

The educational path was proposed in two modules. In the first, a reflection on the concept of competence 

was initiated (Le Boterf, 2010), opening a holistic interpretative perspective (Benadusi, Molina, 2018), which 

can enhance all aspects of people’s life and experience, starting from their own culture of origin, passing via 

their schooling, professional experiences, and personal passions. In particular, the construct of competence 

was deepened in relation to the theme of adult learning (Alberici, 2008), the value of experience (Bruner, 

1990), reflection (Schön, 1993), and the biographical method, with narrative as an approach to clarify the skills 

of adult individuals (Di Rienzo, 2017).

In the second module, tools were developed that could bring out skills and previous learning. This path, 

through its narrative-biographical approach (Bruner, 1990; 2002), accompanies individuals in their reflection 

on and recovery of learning experiences, allows reconstruction of personal identity in continuity with their 

personal biographical history (Kim, 2009; Loiodice, 2017), and encourages reflection on their migration 

project and on the definition of a personal project (Di Rienzo, 2014).

The tool-set3 consists of:

• a semi-structured biographical interview, to initiate autobiographical reflection and initiate a dialogue rela-

tionship with the beneficiary;
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• 4 reflection grids on the most important experiences of their life, both family and personal, on their course of 

studies, and on professional experiences; 

• a grid for self-assessment of transversal skills, divided into four areas: organizational skills, communication skil-

ls, interpersonal skills and personal skills; 

• a grid for past and current projects, with a stimulus to identify which actions must be undertaken to achieve 

their own project objective;

• a conceptual map which concludes the path of reflection and allows individuals to see themselves in their com-

plete dimension, made up of past experiences, projects, passions, and family and cultural identity.

All the data and elements gathered by the eight tools form the basis for the construction of the final document, 

in which, with the help of the teacher, users select which aspects of their path to emphasize: educational 

results, professional experience, personal interests, language knowledge, transversal skills, projects and 

objectives. The final document, accompanied by any certificates and evidence to support the statements, 

make up the user’s personal portfolio. 

A simple clear language was used, bearing in mind the linguistic competence of the users, but also the possible 

difficulty in understanding complex concepts typical of another culture.

To facilitate identification of the scholastic level and educational paths declared by users from other countries, 

a catalogue of the school systems in the forty main home countries of the students was prepared.

The teachers were provided with a logbook to record individual meetings with students, the status of the 

delivery of the tools, the progress of the course, any difficulties, elements for reflection, etc. 

To facilitate and standardize the process, guidelines were prepared to assist the teacher at every stage, with 

instructions and suggestions.

3. Conclusions

The set of tools was tested on twenty students enrolled at the four CPIA branches which joined the project, 

covering the 3 different school levels. At the end of the experiment, a meeting was held to collect the 

teachers’ observations and to reflect on any need to modify or adapt the tools. All the teachers declared that 

the structure of the tools and the sequence in which they were proposed were suitable for the target and the 

objective of the course. They also pointed out that the way the process was structured made it possible to 

return several times to certain themes of autobiographical reflection, to bring out the users’ life paths and 

to be able to highlight their value in terms of experience. In this manner it was possible to create the final 

document, selecting which experiences to highlight.

The interviews carried out between one tool and another were very important, also to overcome any distrust 

of the need to share a lot of autobiographical information, a distrust expressed above all by users who had a 

complex migration path behind them, and were still building trust in the reception situation.

In some cases, we began from an initial openness to dialogue, which then became a phase of reluctance, and 

ended with the confiding of dramatic facts, which however allowed us to appreciate any painful and difficult 

experiences.

The whole group of teachers involved judged the path to bring out skills as a valid and effective tool to 

guarantee a more appropriate reception for CPIA users, since it allows for a personalized report providing a 

series of extremely useful facts to prepare the educational path, starting from the possibility of having more 

elements to proceed with the recognition of training credits, to understand individuals’ attitudes towards 

educational paths, identifying individual traits and transversal skills which can help to conclude an educational 

path and compensate for any gaps of a curricular kind.
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Furthermore, the path to bring out skills was considered important as a function of a greater awareness of 

the individual with respect to the link between the didactic objective and the realization of his or her life plan.

Finally, the teachers considered their role as mentors/consultants for the students decisive, both in terms of 

motivational support, and as a stimulus to reflect on certain elements not normally considered of value by the 

interested parties, which allowed a perception of greater self-esteem.
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Notes
1 Associate Professor, Department of Education, University of Rome “Tre”.

2 PhD student in Theory and Educational Research, 34th cycle at the Department of Education, University of Rome “Tre”.

3 The tools are published on the website of the Lazio Regional Research, Experimentation and Development Centre 
(https://www.crsslazio.it), to which reference should be made for further information.
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Learning Italian at the CPIA as a means of Sociocultural Inclusion: 
a Study in Lazio
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Abstract
This article looks at the role of Provincial Adult Education Centres (CPIA) as places to foster inclusion 

for adult migrant populations, not only in a linguistic sense but also from a socio-cultural point of 

view. Considering and giving value to the contribution that students attending A1 and A2 level 

courses can make, essential for understanding both training and social inclusion needs, using 

semi-structured interviews we gathered their experiences and suggestions, which could prove of 

great use to improve the entire teaching-learning process.
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1. Introduction

The professional CPIA communities – Provincial Adult Education Centres – are currently facing a considerable 

challenge to meet the requests of an immensely varied usership in contexts which are seldom linear (INVALSI, 

2020), with a stream of applicants that was unthinkable until a few years ago, which has now reached a total of 

229,400 enrolments (Benedetti, 2018). 

A CPIA offers courses in literacy and Italian for adults with non-Italian citizenship, and issues a qualification 

which certifies a knowledge of Italian no lower than the A2 level of the Common European Framework of 

Reference for Languages (CEFRL). In addition, adults with Italian citizenship can also enrol from the age of 16 

to obtain a lower secondary qualification, or a certification attesting basic skills in professional and technical 

subjects acquired after concluding compulsory education.

In the current migration scenario, the CPIA branches, currently numbering 131 in Italy (INVALSI, 2020), are of 

great importance as the number one resource to certify appropriate skills and knowledge in order to request 

long-term residence permits, not only for Italy, but also for the rest of Europe (pursuant to the Decree of 4 

June 2010)3. Paying attention to linguistic mastery can be considered a socio-political as well as educational 

responsibility of a host country (Maddii, 2004) and of the European Union as a whole, with a view to both 

linguistic and professional inclusion to facilitate the full-blown development of a person’s potential. Equally 

essential is to combine migrants’ individual needs with those of the resident society (Iannaccaro, 2019; 

Cadeddu, Marras, 2019), as underlined by the Commission of the European Communities: “...recommends 

that a basic knowledge of the language, history and institutions of the host community be considered a 

prerequisite for integration.” (COM (2005) 389 final). Indeed, several studies have shown that learning a host 

country’s language is one of the main drivers of inclusion processes for a migrant population (Adserà, Pytlikovà 

2015; Favaro, 2016; Colombo, Scardigno, 2019).
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2. Training needs analysis at the CPIA: a research project

As part of a research doctorate at the Sapienza University of Rome4, in collaboration with the CPIA 3 of Lazio, a 

monitoring of good inclusion practices is being carried out during A1 and A2 level courses for adult migrants. 

To this end, between October 2019 and February 2020, direct, non-participatory and systematic observations 

were carried out in eight classes of A1 and A2 levels for a total of 48 hours. At the same time, semi-structured 

interviews were conducted with teachers and students of the same classes to investigate the training needs 

of both. The former looked particularly at teaching methods, training needs and good inclusion practices 

(Gabrielli et al., 2020), while students attending A2 level courses responded to interviews about their own 

learning experience and any areas where the courses could be improved. Specifically, on the final day of the 

course, after completing an A2 level language exam to receive a certificate, six students were interviewed: 

four women and two men; three students from Honduras (two sisters and the husband of one of them, all in 

Italy for 4 years), a married couple from Peru (the wife in Italy for 10 years, the husband for 5) and a student 

from Ukraine (in Italy for 8 years). The students had had different levels of literacy and education in their home 

countries, ranging from primary school to a university degree. 

Here we present and discuss a preliminary analysis of the student interviews, expedient to discover the points 

of view of those who had attended the course and to use these to identify potential interventions in future 

educational planning.

3. Giving a voice to adult migrants: the CPIA student interviews

The interviews collected focused on why the students had decided to enrol at the CPIA and study Italian, their 

future intentions with respect to their study of Italian as L2, the strengths of the course, and any points for 

improvement.

For everyone, the A2 level course had represented their first approach to Italian as a second language (L2), 

even if everyone declared that they already spoke Italian sufficiently well to survive.

Their reasons for enrolment varied, sometimes to support their family members (“we have a young daughter 

at school, and it’s important for us to help her with her homework”; “I came to keep my husband company”), 

or the need to request “a residence permit”, to curiosity about the language (“I like Italian as a language”) and, 

of course, more practical needs (“it’s necessary to live in Italy”).

The choice of the centre depended on physical proximity for 3 students (“looking for a school near home”) 

and on word of mouth among the remaining 3 (“I asked a friend where I could learn Italian and he told me to 

come here”).

All the students stated enthusiastically that they would like to carry on and do the B1 course: “I’m going to continue 

because I still don’t understand a lot of words, it’s better to study because otherwise you can’t understand.” 

When asked to identify areas for improvement in the course they had attended, the answers differed. In fact, 

some interviewees did not point to any improvements, both because they were completely satisfied (2), and 

– in one case – out of a sense of humility (“it seems to me that I have to learn better so after I learn better I can 

change ... for the moment I think I’ll just carry on studying”).

Other students (3) highlighted difficulties due to the difference in levels in the class and the presence of students 

who, in their opinion, should have attended the A1 level course (“the division of the students, because sometimes 

we found ourselves waiting for others to catch up, and it might have been better if they’d done another course – 

A1, for example”). This same aspect was also recognized as a difficulty by the teachers, who often found the need 

to establish intermediate levels between A1 and A2 at a regulatory level, or to design a programme using modules 

(Reading, Writing, Literacy, ...), that could meet the students’ varying educational needs.
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In addition, the absence of a single book or textbook, to be used by different teachers and also to practice at 

home, was mentioned (“I think it would be better to continue following the same book, even if there are two 

teachers”).

Among the strengths of the courses all the students mentioned the openness of the teachers, also in 

explaining topics that were useful for daily life (“they explained many things about contracts”), and in managing 

interpersonal relationships (“they were great, because even if we’re all grown-ups, we’re not all the same age”; 

“they had the patience to explain things well ... once, twice... I’m a retired teacher myself”).

From a linguistic point of view, what seems to have created the greatest difficulties for all the students was 

writing, including the written formulation of single sentences, especially when it came to grammar (they 

mentioned “doubling”, “pronouns”, “knowing when to use an article, a pronoun, this makes it difficult”). One 

student recognized the importance of studying syntax and grammar in everyday life: “sometimes you’re 

talking to someone, but you don’t know why they put this word here, this verb there, and afterwards when I 

heard it, it was like, ‘Ah yes, that’s what we talked about yesterday’.”

4. The CPIA as a place for socialization 

From the analysis of the interviews, it emerged that the CPIA is seen not only as a place to learn a second 

language but also as somewhere which offers the chance to meet members of the host society. Students 

often felt the need to contact teachers for information on areas outside the course, such as applying for a 

residence permit or reading contracts. In line with what was found in the student interviews, the teachers 

also reported occasions when the students, including those from previous courses, had asked for support in 

reading medical analyses or in seeking information to look for work: “she showed the results of her tests, she 

was pregnant, and she said, ‘Sorry, what does this thing here say?’”; “They asked me if I could give them some 

help to find work ... so I went home, I searched the Internet and found a reference and gave it to one of the 

girls, who disappeared the next day. She’s back now, three months later ... she’s got a steady job ... and she’s 

really happy!” (Gabrielli et al., 2020).

Consequently, relations with the teacher are seen as fundamental in encouraging learning and promoting a 

road to socio-cultural inclusion.

Additionally, the CPIA appears to be seen as a place to meet not only the teacher, a citizen of the host country, 

but also other people sharing a similar migration path, even from different countries (“we’re not all the same age 

and we’re all from different countries, but we got on well with everyone”). It is precisely in talking to others that 

Italian assumes the role of a “bridging language”, which allows the formation of friendships. The term “bridge 

language” refers to “a non-mother tongue useful as a basis for transfer to the target language” (Cognini, 2019, p. 

124). Knowledge of Italian and the CPIA, as a body responsible for promoting this knowledge, appear fundamental 

for the twofold possibility of satisfying basic needs and “creating networks of relationships outside the circle 

of compatriots” (Santerini, 2017, p. 28). In fact, Italian L2 courses often become “experiences of socialization 

and initiation of integration in the country, the first possibility of leaving the home and making new friends,” – 

especially for women who represent the largest portion of the students interviewed. (Santerini, 2017, p. 29). 

It is precisely the women who “rediscover the need for learning over time, after a phase of adapting to the new 

situation which mainly sees them busy in the home” (Aquilino, 2011, p. 430) or in the workplace (“Work, work, 

work! I can’t stay off work!”).

All the female students interviewed had enrolled at the CPIA after a fairly long stay in Italy (from 4 to 10 years). 

Only when the need to open up and fully enter the Italian socio-cultural context appeared did the interviewees 

enrol in the course – for everyone, the first one attended – bringing their initial linguistic knowledge with them.
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Practical, legal and survival needs appear to be closely linked to family needs and the construction of social 

networks, for example, fostering their children’s inclusion at school or their husbands in the workplace.

5. Conclusions

Acquiring the “right words to say it” (Santerini, 2017, p. 29) is a linguistic process which allows an encounter 

with others in a more informed interaction and also encourages the development of socialization skills. 

In fact, as Barni (2001, p. 128) pointed out: “The main reason why foreign immigrants learn the language is 

certainly not a generic enrichment of personal culture: this new component of Italian society and this new 

usership of the Italian language as L2 is driven by instrumental motivations of communicative interaction, 

social integration, cultural identity, and professional integration.”

It seems blatantly obvious to note that – despite the objectives of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development 

(2015) aspiring to guarantee equal opportunities for lifelong learning – the possibilities to access education, and 

consequently, insertion into the social and professional fabric, are not the same for everyone (UNESCO, 2019).

In this process, the role of the CPIA is highlighted where the relations established with teachers and classmates 

become fundamental not only to promote learning, but also, and perhaps above all, to promote a path of 

inclusion and to open the doors of Europe (Biondi, Lo Re, 2020). In the words of the people interviewed during 

the research, the CPIA unquestionably constitutes an institutional and human point of reference, a bridge to 

connect and open up to the society in which they are living. 

Education at the CPIA thus becomes a tool for lifelong learning, socialization and intercultural connection for 

adults, and at the same time, the inter-institutional connection of a more inclusive society. 
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For a Renewed Vision of Others: 
Empathy and Learning 
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Abstract
This article discusses the building of empathy starting from the educational relationship concept. 

The meaning of the educational relationship is addressed through those authors who shaped it 

on a theoretical level, to then highlight how empathy, in its most basic definition, originates 

from a profound analysis of a relational reality. By the same token, empathy is connected with 

and underlies authentic learning, consequently, the role of empathy in learning and education 

processes is described. Finally, the projective role of civil liability is seen as a canon for the 

implementation of empathy through the educational relationship in every vital context.
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1. Who others are: the educational relationship

If there is one commitment which education should be utterly dedicated to, it is that of studying, digging up, 

understanding and applying the category of the relationship and, in so doing, making it the fundamental, essential 

cornerstone of the pedagogical action. We need to reflect and think about the relationship, we need to critically 

examine the binomial of the relationship represented by an individual and his/her interlocutor, and we need 

to stoop to grasp the deepest core of its two-way nature. Without a relationship there is no learning, without a 

relationship there is no training, without a relationship there is no educational support and close coaching. 

At which point, we can talk about the actions to be found within a relationship, such as the dialogue, speaking, 

and listening. We can investigate feeling, hearing, and perceiving; however, before reflecting on the act it 

produces, it will be important to understand just what the relationship we call ‘educational’ actually is, 

without thinking about it, without realizing, without grasping the vicissitudes of an encounter which make a 

relationship such, not merely a spontaneous interaction or an unanticipated communicative event. 

Much theory has been written, above all in the philosophical field, regarding the category of the relationship, 

ever since Martin Buber refused to place it at the very foundation of subjectivity. Of importance are those 

pages where he explains why at the basis of the “I”, like the “me”, there is actually an “and” which connects 

the “I” and the “you”, making the “I and you” a single union. We are at the beginning of the 20th century here, 

a century ago, an aeon ago, and yet, right at the beginning of the era when the different became the enemy, 

we find traces of the most profound reflection on the concept of the relationship. Martin Buber, a Viennese 

Jew, found himself involved in the heated debate on Zionism and lived through the dawn of the Diaspora 

in Europe in the 1920s. If we think about it, dialogical philosophy emerged right from the start, and even 

before division, separation, and racism, and the fight against others as enemies became established and then 

reached into every corner of Europe annexed to German rule, the thought on the relationship had been born 

which originated precisely in a time of maximum division and separateness. 
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In introducing what a relationship is, Buber stated: 

There are three spheres in which the world of relations arises […]. The first: Life with nature. Here the relation 
vibrates in the dark and remains below language. The creatures live and move in front of us, but they are unable 
to come to us, and the You we say to them gets stuck on the threshold of language. The second sphere: Life with 
people. Here the relation is manifest, and it enters language. We can give and receive the You. The third sphere: 
Life with intelligible beings [ideas, poems, works of art, etc.] There the relationship is clouded, yet it discloses itself, 
it does not use speech, yet begets it. We feel no You but nonetheless we feel addressed, and we answer – forming, 
thinking, acting: we speak the fundamental word with our being, though we cannot utter You with our lips.

The relationship has its origins in thought and its relationship with language, the relationship lies in people’s 

experience, in concrete actions, in the daily routine of life; it lies at the very origin of life. 

The primary maternal relationship is the condition which gives the first impulse to the formation of that two-

way nature which characterizes us as people. Indeed, a long history of 20th-century knowledge tells us precisely 

how fundamental this relationship is for the most vital wellbeing in childhood, adolescence, and adulthood. 

The relationship is the starting condition of our constituting ourselves as human persons and as individuals/

persons in a wellbeing conditioned right from our birth (Bowlby, 1988; 2003). Why bother repeating what 

psychoanalytical and psychological literature have described so well and so thoroughly? Basically, because we 

feel the need and the urgency to explain to ourselves the reason for feeling good together, in every form of 

life, in the family, at work, in moments of leisure, in learning and understanding that wisdom and knowledge 

are perpetual vehicles of the relationship. The educational relationship. 

As a result, it is necessary to reflect on what the educational relationship is and where it lies. How a relationship 

becomes educational and how in learning environments, at school, during training and reflection on each of 

these items, one cannot help pointing to the educational relationship as the vehicle, the means, the bridge to 

ferry others, to recognize them, and to mirror them. 

Both interpersonal and intrapersonal relationships can be indicated as parts of the educational relationship when 

the dimension of intentionality, orientation and planning characterizes the bond between two or more people. 

Consequently, it is precisely in the intentional dimension that the relationship assumes form and substance. What 

is this dimension of intentionality that first Dewey (2014), and then Borghi (1953), described so well? Intention, 

intentionality, and direction represent the matrices of an educational relationship which accompanies each act 

towards others and, therefore, also the willingness to turn towards them, to meet them halfway. The second 

step of an educational relationship is characterized by orientation, direction, and movement towards someone. 

The third standpoint is the project, laying the foundations for building, projecting, planning, programming, 

predefining, with and through a structure of wisdom, knowledge, actions, and experiences. 

Accordingly, the educational relationship is substantiated by these three aspects which everyone can 

experience in their own life or work environments.  The educational relationship changes the individuals 

who experience it, it shapes them and transforms them through awareness, intentionality, and planning. The 

relationship holds the ways to become ‘educational’ and, within them, also traces the means of the peculiar 

characteristic of becoming empathetic. The next central passage will be dedicated to this construct. 

2. A complex construct: empathy

It has become easy to trot out empathy over the years, at least since Edith Stein’s works began to spread. The 

term is not slow to emerge whenever we talk about relationships and communication, and, as a result, the 

word “empathy” in all languages, especially in the educational, social, didactic and training fields, has become 

synonymous with sympathy, hospitality, and openness. Already when Edith Stein began to deal with the theme 
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of empathy – meaning the early years of the 20th century, in particular 1916 – she was extremely circumspect 

in her analysis and one of the aspects she addressed with particular staunchness was precisely the distinction 

between empathy, unipathy, sympathy, to underline the fact that even at that time, albeit within a small circle 

of phenomenological philosophers, it was important to underline the differences and to be able to grasp, 

on the contrary, the actual meaning which corresponded to feeling empathy. In fact, Edith Stein’s research 

into the problem of empathy was the first scientifically conducted investigation of an important construct/

concept, which did not reach us here in Italy, in Italian, until the 1980s. 

The idea behind Edith Stein’s most important work, her doctoral thesis, discussed in 1916 and published in 

1917 as On the Problem of Empathy, is to understand what the essence of acts of empathy is, that is, what 

characterizes the intersubjective relationship between two people. Empathy is a form of experience, already 

recognized by philosophers who dealt with aesthetics by the mid-19th century, and even by certain German 

doctors at the beginning of the 19th century, through which one enters into a relationship with another; as 

Edith Stein explained, it is the means by which knowledge of another’s consciousness is attained. 

At the beginning of Chapter II of Stein’s doctoral thesis, entitled The Essence of Acts of Empathy, she stated:

At the basis of any discussion on empathy is an underlying assumption: we are given some strangers and their 
first-hand experience (Erleben). What is being discussed here concerns how the process forms, the results and the 
foundation of this givenness (Stein, 1984, p. 67).

Edith Stein was interested in the first-hand experience of strangers or exactly what others live through and, 

therefore, feel, perceive, and understand. What it means to grasp the first-hand experience of a stranger is 

possible to understand if we really find ourselves within an experience of interest in the object which the 

individual represents. And Edith Stein was engrossed in this deepening of the experience, in achieving this 

awareness because she was deeply involved with the sense of other persons. She wanted to understand what 

the emotion, feeling, and sense of another person was, from the darkest part of the self that she still did not 

know within her own psychoanalytical reach. Edith Stein was extremely direct in her exposition of acts of 

empathy, she wanted to understand them thoroughly and she knew that only an example can indicate the 

right road. There is a famous story about her which goes: 

To fully understand the essence of the empathic act, let’s take this example: a friend comes to me and tells me he 
has lost a brother and I realize his grief. What is this realizing? Or rather, what is it based on, where do I know this 
grief from? Something I would rather not deal with here. Perhaps I have come to know this through the perception 
of his pale, suffering face, of his subdued, muffled voice, or perhaps through the words with which he expresses 
himself: on these topics we can obviously start investigations, however I am not interested in speaking about them 
here. What I would like to know, however, is what this realization is in itself and not through what ways it is possible 
to achieve it (Ivi, pp. 71-72). 

There are three steps through which it is possible to fully understand this realization and today we know that 

the three movements of empathy represent the different conditions through which the human person feels 

and perceives the experience of other persons. 

These degrees are: 1) the emergence of the experience; 2) the fulfilling explication; 3) the comprehensive 
objectification of the explicated experience. In the first and third degree the act of presentification corresponds in 
a non-original way to the non-original perception, while in the second degree it corresponds in a non-original way 
to implementation of the lived experience. The subject of the empathized experience, however, is not the same 
one who performs the act of empathizing, but another – this is an absolutely new fact compared to remembering, 
waiting, fantasizing one’s own experiences – since the two individuals are mutually separated, not connected as 
in the other case through a consciousness of identity, a continuity in experiences. While I live that joy that is being 
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experienced by another, I do not feel any original joy: it does not spring already alive from my ego, nor does it have 
the character of having been previously alive as a joy remembered, much less is it merely fantasized, that is, devoid 
of a real life, but it is precisely the other individual who feels originality in a way that is alive, even though I do not 
live this originality; the joy that springs from him or her is original – yet I do not live it as original. In my non-original 
lived experience, I feel accompanied by an original lived experience, which was not lived by me, yet announces 
itself in me, manifesting itself in my non-original lived experience. In this way, through empathy, we arrive at a kind 
of sui generis experiential act (Ivi, pp. 78-79). 

Edith Stein’s words immediately indicate that the first movement involves the emotional sphere, the recognition 

of emotions as a physical datum, this movement implies a deep awareness of the datum of attention. Attention 

can be exercised, it can be practised as an exercise of the other-than-self, it entails gaining knowledge of a 

complex wisdom that is not that of emotions, but that of interiority. The second movement has a strongly 

cognitive matrix, it is an act of rationality and the use of deductive logic. We remember something we 

experienced when seeing it live in another. It is a question of recalling the sense of mirroring, of similarity, of 

consistency in difference and, in this second movement, it is possible to see again a lived experience through 

the lens of what others present to us. Edith Stein affirmed that this is like not originally reliving an experience, 

one feels the experience even though not having experienced it directly. How can we do this? Why are we 

able to do this? Because the human mind is also made up of memory and recollection and, through these 

mental faculties, it is possible to assimilate what has not been experienced with what, by evoking it, has been 

approached. Lastly, the third movement summarizes the responsibility of letting oneself understand and 

comprehend others, to understand and comprehend and expand one’s own experience. 

Empathy is the means by which knowledge of the world, oneself and others is extended, and it prepares itself 

for an intense and profound enrichment precisely because it is possible to learn to feel what, being unknown, 

is enriched by the knowledge of others. Empathy holds the possibility of a profound knowledge of emotions, 

cognition and responsibility towards others or the value part of which every human communicative act is 

densely rich. Empathy has an important ethical aspect to consider, which is why it is essential to reflect on the 

educational level of empathic behaviour as well as empathic feelings. 

3. Learning through experience: feeling empathy

What interests us here is to consider the role of empathy in learning processes in adulthood, on the one hand 

because we believe that learning, acquiring, knowing, understanding are mental and physical movements, 

are educational acts to lead others, and on the other, that it is equally important to reflect on empathy to 

account for the motion through which we advance as a species, as a society, as a country, as institutions, as 

people. Not as individuals, but as people. And, within the act of learning, there is an empathic movement 

that becomes constituted towards others, which we feel, even if we do not imagine it, which we could exploit 

in order to transform it into a condition of wellbeing. Empathy as wellbeing for the human species, the 

relationship as a goal to be achieved to support learning, a learning that is positioned in the third movement 

through which empathy unfolds, or the movement of ‘returning to others’. This third movement is decisive, 

it implies awareness of learning, with responsibility towards others, without a ‘keeping for oneself’, but giving 

the other-by-him/herself the sense of new knowledge. There is no learning without an empathic relationship 

with another, with the subject, with wisdom, with knowledge. Empathy, as the construct of a relationship, 

connected to a relationship, within a relationship, is the most intimate core of learning, in fact we acquire best 

what we understand, what we love, what we emotionally hold dear within ourselves. So, learning with and by 

means of empathy can be a strategy, a means, a method for the best transformation in learning. 

Empathy can be the cornerstone of a modification of the didactic-educational action, placing itself at the 
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basis of a shared and collective relational movement. We know in fact that modifications, transformations, 

and changes take place only when knowledge passes from the one to the many. And, in this passage, the civil 

liability arising from the subjective and cultural one unfolds. Some have taught that ethics allows maximization 

of the good and that such a maximization benefits the community more than all the people who make it 

up. Jeremy Rifkin (2011) as a sociologist, and Daniel Siegel (2009) as a psychotherapist, have also underlined 

the strength of empathy and the virtuous circle between learning from experience, collective learning, 

and relational and empathic skills. In Rifkin’s famous book The Empathic Civilization, he illustrates empathy 

education with particular emphasis on US school programmes where the children are exposed for many 

months to the contact of mother-child pairs in order to revive the sense of memory of past emotions and 

affections (Rifkin, 2011, pp. 556-559). 

Since empathic involvement is the most profoundly collaborative experience anyone can have, educating the 
empathic nature of children within a classroom requires collaborative learning models (Ivi, p. 559). 

The interconnected world in which we live, and the experience of Covid-19 has underlined and amply 

demonstrated this, has created new forms of social intelligence, shared experiences over the internet and the 

use of new media. A learning that is not isolated, not solitary, not individual, but global. Unquestionably, there 

is still a long way to go, but what we can say is that we are at the dawn of a certainty regarding the relationship 

between empathy, learning, experience and collaboration. We would need to study informal educational 

models more in depth, we would need to understand more and better how to spread and practice empathy. 

The collaborative learning dimension is not sufficient, it is necessary to venture further and take care of a 

pedagogy of the example which the adult world has forgotten. 

Ultimately, the experience of empathy advocates responsibility towards others and commits to the pedagogy of 

example. Being capable of responsibility is the aim of active citizenship which can be expressed in a multiplicity 

of situations. Twenty years ago, the publishing of Morin’s book The Well-Made Head (2000) and the subsequent 

Seven Perspectives on Knowledge for the Future (2001), was to spread the concept of the biosphere and the idea 

that man is part of a society founded on the species (Morin, 2001, p. 111). The ethical dimension is, therefore, part 

of human development through the personal awareness that only when we are connected can we continue to 

let the world live. It will be necessary to develop an ethic of understanding and an ethic of relationship to have a 

sustainable future. 

We shall end this reflection on empathy using the words with which Rifkin concluded the cited volume, written in 

far-off times, over ten years ago. Today, after two decades, we have experienced what has not been achieved and 

the incalculable damage that the lack of empathy has brought, and is bringing, to our future. While this article is 

being concluded, ninety days have passed during which the world has experienced the most serious ecological 

and human drama with incalculable educational, economic, cultural and social consequences. Covid-19 has 

transformed the last three months at a global level, no population on earth can be said to be immune from the 

tragedy of a virus which has wrought destruction and death. Will we be able to turn the devastation of silence, 

illness and the loneliness of distancing into an opportunity?

Almost premonitorily, Rifkin wrote thus: 

The civilization of empathy is upon us. We are rapidly extending our empathic embrace to all humanity and to all 
forms of life that inhabit the planet. But our race towards a universal empathic connection is also a race against a 
progressively accelerating entropic steamroller in the form of climate change and the proliferation of weapons of 
mass destruction. Will we be able to acquire biosphere awareness and global empathy in time to avoid planetary 
collapse? (Rifkin, 2011, p. 570). 
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1. The responses of the library to local needs; origins of the Bibliomondo project, 

organization and purpose

BiblioteCaNova is an expression of the multicultural library: in reference to the IFLA Manifesto4 it reflects, 

supports and promotes linguistic and cultural diversity at international, national and local levels, working 

steadily towards dialogue and active citizenship, and acting as a cultural centre of information provision and 

learning. 

The library service works in keeping with the principles of fundamental freedoms and access to information 

and knowledge for all, as well as cultural identities and values.

The library’s strategic focus is a synergistic action between an analysis of the needs expressed by users from 

the surrounding area, abounding in representatives of different cultures, and the many services offered which 

take advantage of human resources and associations present locally. 

The Bibliomondo adventure is an embodiment of this strategic focus: born in 2011 after hosting 10 Italian 

courses as part of the “3i Interventions in support of immigrant families for perfect integration” project, with 

the aim of involving the whole local population surrounding the new seat which was inaugurated in December 

2009, close to the 10th anniversary of its activity, which remains the flagship of the library’s intercultural services 

and a reference point for the many library institutions of the Florence area as a whole. 

Reception and Inclusion. 
Bibliomondo Project: the BiblioteCaNova 
Experience in Florence

Eliana Caputo1, Alessandro Gioffrè2, Benedetta Mucelli3

Abstract
BiblioteCaNova is an expression of the Multicultural Library, its strategic focus the synergistic action 

between an analysis of the needs expressed by the users of the surrounding area, rich in diversified 

cultures, and the many services on offer. The Bibliomondo adventure is an embodiment of the 

strategic focus, a network of Italian language courses intended for multicultural users to satisfy all 

levels of literacy starting from pre-literacy up to a good command of the language. The teachers 

who work for Bibliomondo are volunteers. They work for their students who are always many in 

number, they work to promote integration and successive social inclusion. Over the last 10 years, 

the Bibliomondo courses have proved to be not only educational, but also fertile ground for a 

consistent intercultural dialectic, and the experiences described here are a clear proof of this. 

The organization and implementation of courses aimed at the weakest groups of students, those 

without any form of schooling at all, emerge as genuine innovation, and if we wish, an evolution 

of the entire project which never wanted to leave anyone behind.

Keywords

Learning, Literacy, Cultures,

Valorization, Volunteering
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2. The Library and Integration

Territorial analysis

Within the more general framework referring to the incidence of the population of foreign origin within the 

Florence area, it can be observed that the greatest concentration of immigrant populations in recent years 

is concentrated mainly in Districts 1 and 5, with a minor presence in District 3. The table below highlights the 

foreign presence in the individual districts of Florence (Fig. 1). 

Fig. 1 Foreign population in the districts of the Municipality of Florence (Source: Ninni, Paoli and Denaro, 2018)

With regard to District 4, the territorial location of BiblioteCaNova is part of the decentralized point of the 

neighbourhood near the Roma camp at Poderaccio, and the semi-rural areas of Ugnano and Mantignano. 

Given the increasing stratification and diversification of the cultural levels of urban areas, accessibility to library 

services for immigrants who do not yet speak the language of the host country is constantly being renewed 

(Rolle, 2019): since 2011, the year when it was created, the Bibliomondo project has been restructured as an 

expression of this renewal. 

In order to promote the project, a campaign to recruit volunteer teachers and linguistic facilitators was 

launched by creating an explanatory leaflet published by the library. 

At the same time, information on courses was disseminated through the circulation of information leaflets 

expressed in simple and direct language aimed at establishing a first contact with interested parties, through 

a tear-off strip to be left in special mailboxes, positioned in strategic places such as at public associations and 

retail facilities. 

Types of users

The project was conceived and structured by analysing the needs of a predominantly female usership of non-

European origin (in particular Mediterranean Africa, i.e. Morocco, Algeria, Egypt, Somalia and Ethiopia) who 

began to approach the language as a vehicle to help their children at school, after emerging from a daily life 

almost exclusively confined to the home.

Hence the need to start structuring a social network which would allow these women to leave their restricted 

family environment that had been consolidated for some years, to get to know, talk to, and interact with 

people from the host country, and thereby establish friendships, also with women of other nationalities. 

Originally, the courses grouped together women of different ages (young and old) who were attending 

Italian courses with the express purpose of speaking the language, discussing common themes and problems 

relating to the family, the education of children, health aspects, but which also included more light-hearted 

and festive activities.

TOTAL RESIDENT POPULATION DIVIDED BY NEIGHBOURHOOD
Neighbourho-
od

ITALIANS FOREIGNERS TOTAL PERCENTAGE 
OF FOREIGNERS

1 52,034 14,448 66,482 21.47%

2 79,609 12,061 91670 12.32%

3 36,305 4,632 40,937 10.94%

4 59,870 8,881 6,8751 12.50%

5 88,211 20,665 108,876 18.15%

Total 316,527 60,865 377,392 18.48
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Over the years, around 560 new citizens have attended the courses. 

Beyond the numbers, however representative they may or may not be, the most interesting results were 

certain phenomena such as the birth of bonds of friendship and solidarity beyond nationality, religion and 

level of education: an example of a conscious citizenship where the public institution was recognized as a 

place of welcome and development. 

Through word of mouth and the actions of adequately informed local bodies, the number of courses has grown: 

for example, 2018 ended with approximately one hundred and fifty sessions held for three thousand students. 

From the first months of 2019 until today, the types of users have diversified further, seeing a greater footfall 

from South America (Peru, Brazil, Colombia), North Africa (Egypt, Morocco), Sub-Saharan Africa (Senegal, 

Ivory Coast, Nigeria), and the Indian subcontinent (Bangladesh, Pakistan).

In light of the new migratory waves of the last two years, there has been an increase in the presence of young 

people and unaccompanied minors who are poorly or not at all educated: they have added to the already large 

student population who have found in the Bibliomondo courses the space necessary to express their language 

requirements, to understand the dynamics of the new host society, and to search for listeners in order to 

convey the often tragic experiences they have had, even if only by way of simple stories.

From this it is clear that within each language course, be it basic, intermediate or advanced, the moment of 

oral communication and the continuous exchange of stimuli and information constantly enrich the space-

time reserved for each lesson. 

The Bibliomondo courses are therefore not merely educational but have proved to be fertile ground for a 

consistent intercultural dialectic.

The volunteer teachers: some experiences

Bibliomondo is a great jigsaw puzzle pieced together by volunteer teachers who have tried year after year to fit a slice 

of their free time into the language course programme: if the spirit of the volunteer is fuelled by the idea of giving, 

their activity is accompanied by the self-determination to act without profit, to work for free and disinterestedly: all 

of which makes the action of the volunteer a social and universally acceptable, indeed desirable fact.

The volunteer teachers not only donate their time, but also their physical, economic, moral and intellectual 

resources.

Their action is a social phenomenon in which they themselves are individuals who give a good to a recipient 

(student) and ostensibly receive nothing in return.

The Bibliomondo volunteer teachers do not act only for their neighbour, nor for the community of foreigners, 

they do not act for the protection of human rights, out of a romantic spirit or to save the world, their actions 

are aimed at themselves and no one else, because they love what they do, they have fun doing it, they work 

with passion and satisfaction, enriching themselves together with those in need. 

The numerous students’ unwavering attendance of the courses is a clear validation of this.

The impressions of Iacopo, a young man in his first experience as a linguistic facilitator describe how important 

it is to ‘circumvent’ the typical schemes of traditional teaching in order to organize the lesson according to a 

path often based on chance, a simple question, or a student’s impression. 

I’ve always admired volunteering and I’ve always admired volunteers. But deep down I thought: but who makes 
them do it? Could it be that at the end of the day they just have a lot of free time? Yet here I am finally, partly out 
of laziness, partly because I’ve always had better things to do (or so I thought), I certainly didn’t approach this 
famous voluntary work voluntarily ...
The thing I’ve learned to love about this job is the possibility of being led and not of leading the lesson (Experience 
of Iacopo D’Annibale, Vv Aa, 2014).
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Michele, a high school professor and head teacher, after a life dedicated to teaching young people and 

adolescents, faced with the new inductive approach which the knowledge of language teaching imposes 

on a good linguistic facilitator, has remodelled his skills as a ‘teacher’ in front of a group of adult students 

characterized by a decidedly more complex and culturally diversified experience. 

Expressing interest in their countries of origin is a key to establishing a relationship with learners on an equal 
footing,” says Michele, “albeit in the distinction of roles between those who teach and those who learn. 
This constructive interaction between facilitator and student can only improve the climate of the learning 
environment (Experience of Michele Colabella, Vv.Aa., 2014). 

Eliana, on the other hand, is firmly convinced that relating her own experience to that of others is a way to 

go beyond teaching, to weave relationships and share experiences: the reference is to Francesco Remotti, 

anthropologist, when she states that:

Each person is the set of relationships in which she/he is involved” and that “others are already inside our world 
(Remotti, 2011).

The lesson is not, must never be, a present teaching activity, it is a shared space which fosters the relationship 

as a joint process of knowledge advancement.

Reception Desk

The organization of the ‘Reception Desk’ is directly linked to the structure described above.

At the Desk, some teachers take turns to further enrich their activities by offering information or guidance 

and conducting interviews in preparation for the inclusion of students in the various courses. 

The passage to the Desk for foreign users is the key to access the Italian courses as well as all the other services 

offered by the library; therefore, it is extremely important in order to take the first tentative steps towards 

better integration and subsequent social inclusion. 

Organization and levels of Italian courses

The organization of the courses saw the implementation in the period 2011-2020 of an average of 36 annual 

courses, with the introduction in the last two years of an additional pre-Alpha course for students with little 

or no schooling. 

Volunteers organize themselves into teams composed of three or four subjects destined to manage pre-

foundation, foundation, intermediate and advanced level classes, in order to guarantee the continuous and 

lasting presence of the facilitator during the literacy path which must be carried out without interruptions in 

the absence or temporary impediment of a team member.

The course timetables are planned according to whether the courses are aimed at women/ men and 

unemployed/employed people. 

The most interesting part of the project is the internal organization which the volunteers do themselves, in 

agreement with the library. 

This is a horizontal organization where the principles of reciprocity, subsidiarity and complementarity apply. 

In fact, the underlying belief is that both volunteers and learners should organize themselves according to 

these educational principles to consolidate the values of participation and cooperation on the part of the local 

community. 

In this way, Bibliomondo has established itself as a broader educational project than that of simple literacy. 
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3. Case study, vulnerable learners

Learners and new technologies

We mentioned previously that when the Bibliomondo courses began, the most poorly educated students were 

women/mothers mainly from North Africa, but already resident in Italy for several years, who had approached 

the services of the library. They began to follow a path of non-formal verbal communication in the face of the 

multiple stimuli which the multi-ethnic environment of the library offered, and then more formally when they 

actually began to use linguistic tools which allowed them to interact with the school world (for their children) 

and the world of public services (healthcare, administration and public transport). 

Over the last two years, following the substantial migratory waves, there has been an increase in the types of 

users, consisting essentially of young males with little or no literacy.

Hence the need to arrange a course that could attract the interest of these new young people and gradually 

help them tackle more complex reading and writing practices.

In the period between 2016 to 2018, some volunteer teachers attended a training course organized by the 

Tuscany Region (SOFT Project)6, one of whose meetings involved the presentation and implementation 

methods of the TABULA Project by Prof. Rocco De Paolis6.

With reference to the methodologies developed by the Turin TABULA Action Research Group, the thinking 

of the Bibliomondo volunteer group was to structure the course according to the methods of the reading-

writing approach through the use of new technologies (tablets equipped with specific apps intended for 

acquisition of the most basic writing techniques).

Previous experience had shown the need to create an entry-level app to acquire words through a guided 

composition of the syllables of the Italian language7. 

The TABULA Project included the addition of tablets to support a more traditional teaching programme; 

identifying particular apps to assist the teacher’s/facilitator’s work.

The mantra of the TABULA Project was “Never leave the teacher alone!” (Beacco, Krumm, Little & Thalgott, 2017).

The tablet is undoubtedly an ‘augmentative’ tool, which, by simplification, allows the illiterate to approach 

literacy without frustration, creating a more natural relationship with writing.

It is the teacher who must first believe that the learner will be able to read and write. 

Story of a didactic unit

The ‘typical’ teaching unit during which the relationship dynamics already mentioned become tangibly 

evident is that of “Knowledge of the human body through the lexicon and perception of pain”8.

This teaching unit lays emphasis on a strong participation and emotional involvement on the part of the 

students: the initial part relating to motivation sees the projection of a video with an artistic background which 

describes the various parts of the human body with the correct designations and pronunciation. 

In the subsequent phases of analysis and verification, the liveliness of the collaborative attitude among the 

learners emerged: both in the playful activity of building a puzzle (human body, names and positions), and 

when it came to simulating “Where does it hurt?” with the very simplified preparation of a comic strip set in a 

doctor’s office using one of the tablet apps (Comica).

The tablet is a tool and not an end explains R. De Paolis9.

The positive outcomes of these activities mean for the students: self-enhancement, greater ease in writing 

with the fingers rather than with a pen, and the possibility of personalizing their work through photos and 

videos taken during the lessons.
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4. Conclusions 

The Bibliomondo experience, following the TABULA Project applied to the first Pre-A1 Level literacy course, 

is still in progress. The teachers have recently been granted the use of a small number of tablets, and the 

experimentation rolled out in the summer of 2019 with an evaluation of students’ reactions to the use of this 

innovative tool. 

After October 2019 (official course start date), tablets were included in the Educational Planning, with images, 

videos, oral communication, and writing tests on the device, initially abandoning the use of paper and pen. 

“SELF-DEFINITION, I AM, MY NAME IS” began on the touchscreen of the tablet instead of a blank sheet of 

paper. The tension of the unschooled learners melted away; they felt more at ease. The preparation and 

structuring of the course did not follow that of the one in Turin, the venue (a library) and the teaching body (a 

group of volunteer teachers) is not something that a CPIA organizes.

Comparing the Turin experience presented by Professor De Paolis during the course and that of Bibliomondo, 

we can say in a nutshell that the work of the Turin CPIA responds to language needs aimed at acquiring 

well-defined levels of learning (CEFRL). Instead, Bibliomondo’s work responds to linguistic needs which fuel 

socializing experiences in the path to integration. 

To sum up, we can say that the decision to describe this experience was due to the fact that the volunteer 

teacher-facilitator is freer to manage the teaching unit by implementing more creative and less formal 

behaviour, while the students demonstrate a more flexible receptivity to learning that is less conditioned by 

pre-established didactic structures, especially for those who belong to the most poorly educated target.

Furthermore, the use of new technologies in support of the didactic learning unit helps students to overcome 

their sense of frustration with an unknown language, as well as introducing reading and writing. 
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Notes
1 A DITALS 1 Level Professor at the University of Siena, she has been collaborating for several years on FAMI projects 
(Asylum Migration and Integration Fund), previously an editorial collaborator, she has long been committed to cultural 
and social diversity. 
2 Researcher in Political Economy at the Department of Economics and Business Sciences of the University of Florence.
3 Student on the Master’s Degree course in Science for Adult Education at the University of Florence, she collaborates 
as a volunteer at the BiblioteCaNova in Florence on the TABULA Project within Bibliomondo for the teaching of L2 to 
foreigners with low-level or no schooling.
4 This Manifesto was approved by the IFLA Executive Council in August 2006 and adopted in April 2008 by the 
Intergovernmental Council for the UNESCO Information for All Programme, with the recommendation to submit it for 
consideration at the 35th session of the General Conference of UNESCO.
5 SOFT Training Offer System Tuscany: Italian for foreigners, as part of the FAMI Fund Asylum Migration and Integration 
2014-2020 project.
6 Literacy teacher at CPIA Turin.
7 The Turin TABULA Group and the Modena teachers developed the “Making Words” app.
8 D. U. of the Pre-A1 Italian L2 course at BiblioteCaNova from 10/12 / 2019-19 / 12/2019 “The Human Body”.
9 Rocco De Paolis is the creator and coordinator of the TABULA Project, formerly CTP Parini, now CPIA 2 Turin 2014.
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1. Introduction: the project and its targets

In 2017, the Lai-momo social cooperative of Bologna, in partnership with the Ethical Fashion Initiative (EFI) 

programme of the International Trade Centre (a joint agency of the United Nations and the World Trade 

Organization), launched a project called “B276 - Employment creation and sustainable development of micro-

enterprises through the management of ethical fashion, lifestyle and interior design value chains in Burkina 

Faso and Mali”, funded by the European Commission’s Trust Fund for Africa. As part of a vast action aimed 

above all at creating jobs in home countries, Lai-momo is involved in the professional training of migrants in 

order to assist their job placement efforts in Italy and Europe or in their home countries: the heart of the project 

consists of two training courses, one in the leather goods/tailoring sectors, another in the administrative/

management sector. 

The idea came from the Lai-momo cooperative’s experience in migrant reception and services to help asylum 

seekers achieve autonomy and approach paths to integration in response to the needs posed by the complex 

international migration phenomenon (IDOS Study Centre, 2019). It forms part of an initiative already begun in 

collaboration with EFI, which in 2016 led to the creation in Lama di Reno (a hamlet of Marzabotto, a municipality 

of the Bologna Metropolitan Area) of a training workshop for leather goods and tailoring at one of the local 

Emergency Reception Centres (Regional Observatory on Migration, 2019).

By the year 2020, the still ongoing project had provided training for 225 migrants. A good 144 people have 

completed the course and 17 are currently attending the fifth cycle of training sessions, with a total of 161 

participants.

The beneficiaries are primarily guests of reception facilities for asylum seekers and holders of protection 

(both CAS and structures of the Protection System for Beneficiaries of International Protection and for 

Unaccompanied Foreign Minors - SIPROIMI) in the Bologna Metropolitan Area. Migrants in the charge of local 

social services and foreign citizens resident in the territory who have reached the age of 17 are also allowed to 
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participate. 

The nations most represented are: Nigeria, Ivory Coast, Guinea, Mali, Burkina Faso and Pakistan. 

The average age of the participants is 26, with women making up 9% of the total number of participants to 

date.

The selection procedure is based on the following criteria: 

• possession of previous skills related to the scope of the two training courses;

• level of knowledge of a vehicular language between English or French;

• level of knowledge of Italian, assessed through the administration of a written and oral test and the acceptance 

of any certificates;

• degree of motivation and interest in the course contents and potential career opportunities. 

There is a widely shared consensus among experts that labour market participation is the most important 

step for successful integration of asylum seekers into host societies (European Parliament’s Committee on 

Employment and Social Affairs, 2016), and for some time now the relevant institutions, with the collaboration 

of the private social sector, have been investing in this direction.

2. Designing training: the workshop as a form of ad hoc learning for asylum seekers

The condition of the asylum seeker has a particular place within the migratory experience, characterized as 

it is by the presence of many difficulties which leave the individual vulnerable (Cornacchia & Tramma, 2019): 

disorientation caused by the new social, political and cultural system; distance from family and home community; 

limitations due to a poor knowledge of Italian; economic, employment and housing precariousness; the 

weight of expectations linked to individual migration projects; physical, health or psychological problems of 

various kinds, deriving from or aggravated by the conditions of the migration path. 

In each phase of implementing the training courses these elements were taken into account, building a project 

completely tailored to the needs of the beneficiaries, taking into account that the cultural and educational 

references of migrants lack a common and unambiguous reference to the educational dimension.

Given the complexity of the situation, the two training courses were both carried out with reference to a teaching 

method based mainly on techniques of active learning (Munari, 1993) and cooperative learning (Comoglio & 

Cardoso, 2000), and identifying a form of privileged learning in the workshop practice (Frabboni, 2005). 

The objective of the course “Administrative Operator with Skills in Business Management” is the formation of a 

professional profile capable of identifying and managing the main organizational, technical and technological 

aspects which characterize business situations. From an operational point of view, particular importance 

is reserved for the workshop to acquire generic skills in using the computer and doing office work thanks 

to individual PC workstations. This ad hoc organized space allows students to use the main kinds of office 

equipment by carrying out hands-on exercises and simulations.

The “Clothing and Leather Goods Operator” course produces a worker capable of making clothes, bags and 

other leather items, translating an initial stylistic input into a finished product. The structuring of the lessons is 

inspired by the traditional transmission of craft knowledge but comes in a modern, technologically equipped 

guise (in 2019 the workshop space was made more functional and welcoming thanks to the setting up of a 

space with furniture specifically designed and supplied by IKEA-Bologna), just like the training provided in the 

workshops of old, where the apprentice, under the guidance of the master, learned to carry out all the phases 

of a production process. 
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Specifically, the workshop practice applied to these two paths, by proposing hands-on experience as a 

cognitive vehicle and associating it with a quota of linguistic, mathematical, behavioural and strategic 

information, facilitates in each student the initiation of an internal dialogue which makes him or her capable 

of understanding all the procedural steps for the creation of an end product. The teacher alternates moments 

of demonstration and guided practice, in which each student is required to observe and reproduce what he 

or she has done, with other sessions of greater autonomy in which each participant can practise with a certain 

freedom of creation. In addition, moments of interdependent work are organized, in which, through the 

division of tasks among groups, the class can experience cooperative peer-learning and take advantage of 

the resources of everyone present. The workshop method creates a continuously high level of involvement 

among the participants, even those with poor schooling or lower language skills, nurturing their spatial, 

body-kinaesthetic and interpersonal intelligence. Everyone has an individual learning space at their disposal, 

featuring a workstation equipped with tools and machinery, but at the same time they can experience the 

group dimension in the sequential production exercises divided into stages. The balance between individual 

creative expression and the application of a standardized procedure, the alternation of opportunities for 

exchange with oneself and others, and the concurrent development of different skills make the laboratory 

a flexible, multidimensional training experience where asylum seekers can find immediacy, equality and 

aggregation, where learning is not inhibited by linguistic disadvantages, and previous skills are taken advantage 

of. The formula adopted can represent an innovative example of education for asylum seekers, confirming the 

advantages of “acting knowledge” compared to “spoken knowledge” for this type of target.

3. Concluding results

The ultimate goal of the project was to reassure participants in their transition to socio-employment inclusion. 

Consequently, great importance was given to the quality of the training activities and the monitoring of the 

learning outcomes (Pedrazzi, 2018). For the purposes of a greater use of the training provided in the world 

of work, the definition of the educational programmes took place apropos the directory of professional 

qualifications of the Emilia Romagna region and the system to formalize the Units of Competency that this 

establishes, in collaboration with CEFAL-Emilia Romagna.

The analysis of the results obtained following the training, periodically carried out through individual interviews 

a few months after the end of the course, highlighted the development by the students of transversal skills 

and cultural tools that made them more ready to interface with the job market, including its particular rules 

and needs. 

Participation in the project raised the learners’ awareness of the importance of education as a form of socio-

cultural integration in Italy: in January 2020, out of 144 people who completed the courses, 47 went on to 

study other subjects in order to broaden and strengthen their skills. Most of the students obtained an Italian 

language certificate of a higher level than that previously possessed. With respect to formal education, one 

person also obtained an elementary school certificate, 35 obtained a middle school diploma, and 3 obtained 

a professional qualification. 

As for approaching the world of work, 44 students went on to do internships in a company, acquiring first-

hand experience in the field and a certificate recognized by the Emilia Romagna region. Subsequently, 68 

students undertook regular job placement paths for a total of 117 contracts (of which 12 are permanent) in 

various sectors. From this point of view, the participation in the training of the “B276” project, beyond the 

specific skills transmitted, seems to have been useful to increase a sense of self-efficacy in the students from 

a professional point of view. 
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Of particular significance is the collaboration begun with the Cartiera social cooperative, established by 

the Lai-momo cooperative in 2017 and specializing in the production of leather and fabric items. Cartiera’s 

products are the result of an ethical and informed supply chain (Cipriani, 2016). Employees make and sell bags 

and other items using handmade fabrics in artisan cooperatives backed by the African Ethical Fashion Initiative 

programme, and leather destined for disposal by major fashion brands. To date, 13 students from the “Clothing 

and Leather Goods Operator” course were able to start professional internships at Cartiera, and 6 of them 

have already obtained regular employment contracts.

These results demonstrate that the training provided by Lai-momo as part of the “B276” project which applies 

traditional knowledge to new scenarios, proposing a dialogue between tradition and innovation, allows 

beneficiaries to maximize their own resources and potential.
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Notes
1 Head of Career Guidance for the B276 project, Lai-momo social cooperative – Sasso Marconi (BO).
2 Didactic Director of the B276 project, Lai-momo social cooperative - Sasso Marconi (BO).
3 Coordinator of the B276 project, Lai-momo social cooperative – Sasso Marconi (BO).
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Abstract
The learning of a second language by migrants cannot be organized as an isolated experience but 

needs to be part of a more complex integration process. A process, therefore, which is geared to 

favouring social inclusion, which seeks to overcome the condition of existential bewilderment 

which individuals experience when they arrive in a new country. The training project of the 

XM24 Italian School with Migrants (Scuola di Italiano con Migranti, SIM) in Bologna, presented 

in this article, aims to guide those who pass through the school towards the building of 

meaningful relationships, while steering those involved in the teaching-learning process 

into a collective and transformative process.
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1. Introduction

The success or otherwise of a migrant’s inclusion largely depends on knowledge of the host country’s 

language. A language learned after the native language is defined as a second language (L2) when it is 

learned in the country where it is the official language (Diadori, Palermo & Troncarelli, 2009). When we 

speak of adult migrants, we are not referring to a homogeneous, well-defined category of learners, in fact, 

many different profiles of students can be identified within it. In an educational context characterized by a 

high rate of heterogeneity and inherently problematic by its very nature (Mortari, 2003), any educational 

intervention must be carefully appraised and implemented using a flexible methodology. The definition of 

teaching strategies is seen as a continuous process in which reflection and the activation of critical thinking 

are fundamental to explore new design horizons (Strongoli, 2019). The planning of a language course must 

take place bearing in mind, first and foremost, the reason why the person is tackling this challenge, since it is 

by starting from the motivational drives that the communication needs of learners can be best identified. In 

the case of adult migrants, there is generally a mixture of motivations: intrinsic, connected to internal factors 

(affections, desires) which can condition the success of the learning; instrumental, success-oriented in the 

professional field; integrative, aimed at integration into the host society (Tarantino, 2008). Furthermore, in 

order to actively involve migrants, it is useful to think of didactic activities that use L1 to make the most of their 

culture and linguistic experiences as resources and not as stigmatizing factors (Borghetti, 2018).

At the beginning of the ’90s, a new field of research in language teaching was born which studies the role which 

language assumes in the processes of reconstructing the identity of learners where it is not so much the ability 

to adapt but to undergo transformation that is recognized (Freire, 1973). Intercultural linguistic education, 

through the teaching of a language, aims in these terms to provide learners with the tools to develop the 

critical thinking ability necessary to engender a problematizing of reality, to open up to differences by learning 

to build fulfilling intercultural relationships (Borghetti, 2018; Byram, 1989).

The Italian School with Migrants in Bologna: A School 
as an Inclusion Workshop1

Federica Cini2, Marta Salinaro3
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The following paragraph retraces the experience of the Xm24 Italian School with Migrants (SIM) in Bologna. 

A self-managed school which is free of charge and is at the same time a political project, and which uses both 

critical and participatory teaching methods. The teacher, as the absolute custodian of knowledge, takes on 

the role of a proactive guide so that the learners turn from being simple passive receivers of information to 

active builders of knowledge.

2. The experience of the XM24 Italian School with Migrants (SIM)

The SIM represents a valid example of how an Italian school, through intense, unceasing theoretical reflection 

on the practices and methods used for its activities, can work as a laboratory in which educators and students 

are free to jointly construct knowledge and to experiment with useful tools for both to carry through their 

own life plans more effectively. An exploratory survey carried out at the SIM set out to analyse the language 

training methods adopted in the school and to identify the good practices implemented to effectively 

promote the inclusion and emancipation of migrants in the host country.

In the Bologna area, the language training offering available is extensive and diversified: Italian language 

courses for foreigners are organized by the CPIA as well as the Municipality which generally delegates work to 

cooperatives, or from time to time schools are set up linked to religious movements, voluntary organizations, or 

social promotion associations. These bodies, which often combine language courses with other interventions 

aimed at the integration and promotion of interculturalism, constitute a set that is quite distinct from another 

hybrid nucleus of secular schools, free of charge, not supported by the institutions, which imparts a political 

and social scheme.

The educational experience of the SIM means that by now it attempts to structure its own path while taking into 

account the need to reconcile participants’ training timeframes with those of life and work. It uses innovative 

teaching methods and supports the need to give value to the knowledge and skills of which those attending 

the courses are bearers, in order to foster the process of empowerment.

The sources collected during the survey – between September 2017 and May 2018 – are narratives resulting 

from semi-structured interviews conducted with 7 teachers and 15 students, and also from an analysis of 

some information material produced by those who attended the school, such as brochures and flyers, and 

finally the notes collected during some sessions observing the lessons and training activities.

The SIM was born within the spaces of the Xm24, a historic, self-managed public space in the city of Bologna, 

which was forcibly vacated on 6 August 2019. A seventeen-year experience of bottom-up self-management 

had allowed the carrying out of numerous social, political and cultural activities. The forced removal from 

the space produced a momentary interruption of the lessons. The activists, determined to give continuity to 

the school experience, are looking for new sites in the Bolognina district where they can again welcome the 

community born within the walls of the Xm24. Being a political collective makes the SIM a school driven by a 

particular philosophy:

Our idea of teaching Italian is first of all a political idea, the political action we believe in and practice is the sharing 
and transmission of knowledge of language as an instrument of self-determination for people (Teacher 1).

The name itself, “Italian School with Migrants”, expresses its entire philosophy in that “with”: the approach 

to teaching Italian is horizontal and two-way, the intent is to break down any distinction of role. The main 

objective of the school is the learning of Italian as a tool for emancipation and access to rights. However, 

the socio-relational dimension is no less important and, on the contrary, favours language acquisition. 

No payment is required to attend the classes and those who teach Italian are unpaid volunteers. There are 
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absolutely no bureaucratic barriers to access the courses, in fact, it is not even required to have residence 

documents, nor are there registration forms to fill in. The SIM’s lessons are held in the evening to allow both 

educators and students to reconcile attendance with work and daily life. A fundamental point in the school’s 

activities is the weekly assembly, which everyone, educators and students alike, are invited to participate in. 

This is a managerial but also a political moment. Issues related to teaching are discussed, as is the progress of 

the training activities, but it is also decided which political struggles to engage in, or which political events to 

participate in and how this should be done.

The SIM project is mainly aimed at adult migrants, it is intended for those who are unable to attend other 

courses because they have no money or documents, however the lessons are open to anyone who wishes 

to follow them regardless of gender or nationality. In addition to the lessons, other activities are organized 

throughout the year which help the learning of Italian and at the same time allow participants to create 

moments of sociality and exchange.

Those who work as educators are skilled in teaching Italian to foreigners, the most common profile being that 

of graduates in literature or foreign languages who have subsequently obtained L2 teaching qualifications. The 

didactic approach of the school since its inception has been built on specific teaching practices and methods 

handed down over the years from person to person through self-training sessions.

3. Approaches, methodologies and educational tools used at the SIM

The didactic approach used at the SIM is not comparable to the traditional model of school teaching, on the 

contrary, it distances itself by applying a horizontal model of education, in which both educators and students 

are subjects of the educational event and participate in a similar kind of narrating subjectivity. The teaching aims 

to provide the communication structures and those elements which allow individuals to build relationships with 

the world and interact with it, making it possible to express their own unique, unrepeatable identity.

The main theoretical-pedagogical references which have inspired the SIM are the anti-authoritarian 

pedagogy of Paulo Freire and that of Montessori. The self-managed nature of the school also extends to the 

educational activities with the result that it was decided not to use grammar books or specific textbooks 

but to opt for self-produced materials so that the teaching activities are as close as possible to the daily 

experience of the learners. This practice emerges from the interviews as one of the main strengths which 

help to determine the overall educational effectiveness of the school’s activities. A former student stated:

The most important aspect transmitted by the SIM is that a language can be learned not only in the traditional 
way with lectures, desks, a teacher’s desk and a blackboard, but can also be learned by stimulating knowledge 
between people and allowing them to express their identity through what they are able to say or write. At the 
SIM, space is given to every single person who frequents it, they are all given the chance to tell their own story, 
express their own interests, and their own opinions. I’m currently a teacher at a linguistic high school, and I have 
the impression that for some teachers, students are like empty containers to be filled with knowledge, without 
the possibility for them to express themselves or have their own ideas. At the SIM, on the contrary, it’s the 
students who ‘produce’ the material which then becomes the ‘common’ Italian language, the one that everyone 
needs in order to communicate with one another, from Pakistanis to Peruvians. Of course, for the lower levels 
this is a challenge but even in this case, self-narration always remains the priority objective (Student 5).

Some of the materials produced during the year are posted on the walls, and can be gone back to over 

time to review certain topics, while others still can flow into “L’illegante”. The latter is the school newspaper, 

produced and printed at the end of the course, it is the record of a collective and participatory writing path of 

those who attend the SIM and tackle the issues that fill this experience. The environment, the packed walls, 

and the materials produced are the visible testimony of the development of a process of growth.
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2). The Educational Planning is carried out based on Freire’s method. Just as this Brazilian educator organized 

a lesson starting from a ‘generating theme’, the SIM too identifies a macro-theme to be addressed every 

month which is arranged in a different way in the various lessons and on the different levels. One interviewee 

explained:

The topic of the month is both an excuse for any grammatical explanations, and a good starting point for 
intercultural comparisons and moments of self-narration (Teacher 2).

The sequence with which the Italian speakers chose to program the themes during the year is always the same 

and responds to a vision of language learning as a progressive acquisition of tools to talk about oneself and 

one’s personal story, realized through the dialectical relationship between subject and world. The outcome of 

the self-narrative process should be to guide the person towards the constitution of a ‘collective self’ which 

is not limited to a simple acknowledgement of the dynamics of the subject-world encounter, but which goes 

beyond this by building alternative possibilities likely to modify the interaction with reality, of which the SIM 

project is just one example of a desirable result. These ideas are summarized in the following diagram:

Source: Italian School with Migrants website. Available on: https://simxm24.noblogs.org/ [28/06/2020]

The educational tools used by the SIM educators to build the lessons are numerous and diversified. For the 

sake of brevity, we will describe only a few of them, all built on the dimension of ‘doing’, strongly enhanced 

by a Montessori-style pedagogical paradigm which seeks to facilitate the re-elaboration and memorization 

at the cognitive level of the properties of the language under study (Cambi, 2005). Movable alphabets, 

grammar boxes, and symbology for logical analysis allow a simplification of the linguistic structures and 

clarify the possibility of combining one with another to give rise to further macrostructures. In not using 

actual grammar books and preferring an inductive approach to the study of grammar rules, the educators 

use the grammatical symbols developed by Montessori. For example, the ‘noun family’ is explained through 

the relational family model. This, known to all, allows students who use an alphabet different from ours to 

understand and memorize the particular grammar rule more easily.

https://simxm24.noblogs.org/
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4. Conclusions

The Xm24 School of Italian with Migrants has played a role as a vector of integration and sociality in the 

Bolognina district which currently houses the largest number of migrant residents.

Some of these have found the school to be a place which, in addition to allowing them to learn the language, 

has helped them forge relationships by feeling integrated in a context which instead would prefer to reject 

them at any cost. The action of the SIM, through the dissemination of its practices, attempts to meet the social 

needs of the territory and to try out innovative interventions which guarantee migrants an effective right of 

migration, recognizing them not as victims or delinquents, but as individuals endowed with intentionality to 

whom employment protection and political and social participation rights must be guaranteed. A student 

explained:

In the end, when I reflect on the chance that the SIM has given me to engage in political activities, I think that 
the ‘most political’ thing that has changed in me is the concrete realization of an openness to others and the 
overcoming of all the fears which I first felt whenever I left the house just after arriving. We live in a society where 
fear orients people’s votes and choices, and instead the SIM is a tool which tries to break down walls, to hand out 
knowledge and friendship (Student 1).

The peculiarity of this experience lies in developing a linguistic course which is arranged as something 

intrinsically political: an act of building knowledge and wisdom whose objective is the emancipation and self-

determination of those who live on the fringes of society, by promoting a transformation of reality through 

a problematizing educational practice.
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qualified teacher of Italian L2 for foreign adults, federica-cini@hotmail.it
3 Research fellow, PhD in General and Social Pedagogy, University of Bologna. Affiliated to CeMIS, (Centre for Migration 

and Intercultural Studies), University of Antwerp - Belgium, marta.salinaro2@unibo.it.

Bibliographical references
• Beacco, J.C., Hedges, C., & Little, D. (2014). L’integrazione linguistica dei migranti adulti. Italiano LinguaDue, 1, 1-37.
• Borghetti, C. (2016). Educazione linguistica interculturale. Origini, modelli, sviluppi recenti. Bologna: Caissa Italia.
• Borghetti, C. (2018). Studiare l’apprendimento linguistico interculturale come pratica discorsiva e interazionale. Studi e 
Ricerche, 13, 413-428.
• Brichese, A. (2018). Lo studente adulto analfabeta e semi-analfabeta. EL.LE, 7, 7-24.
• Byram, M. (1989). Intercultural education and foreign language teaching. World Studies Journal, 7, 4-7.
• Cambi, F. (2005). La pedagogia del Novecento. Bari: Laterza Editori.
• Diadori, P., Palermo, M., & Troncarelli, D. (2009). Manuale di didattica dell’italiano L2. Perugia: Guerra Edizione.
• Freire, P. (1973). La Pedagogia degli oppressi. Milano: Mondadori.
• Freire, P. (1974). L’educazione come pratica della libertà. Milano: Mondadori.
• Mortari, L. (2003). Apprendere dall’esperienza: il pensare riflessivo nella formazione. Roma: Carocci.
• Ninni, I. (2013). Verso una scuola ecocentrica. MeTis - Mondi educativi. Temi, immagini, suggestioni, 2.
• Knowles, M. (2008). Quando l’adulto impara. Andragogia e sviluppo della persona. Milano: Franco Angeli.
• La Grassa, M. (2014). Verso l’elaborazione di un sillabo lessicale nei manuali di italiano L2 per adulti immigrati. Rassegna di 
linguistica applicata, 1-2, 225-244.
• SIM XM24 (n.d.). Scuola Italiano CON Migranti XM24. Available in: https://simxm24.noblogs.org/ [10/03/2020]. 
• Strongoli, R. (2019). Quando gli spazi educano. Ambienti d’apprendimento per una didattica all’aperto. Pedagogia Oggi, 
1, 431-444.
• Tarantino, A. (2008). Il ruolo della motivazione nell’apprendimento dell’italiano LS da parte di adulti. Bollettino Itals, 27. 
Available in: https://www.itals.it/il-ruolo-della-motivazione-nellapprendimento-dellitaliano-ls-da-parte-di-adulti-una-

ricerca-azione-0 [15/03/2020].

https://simxm24.noblogs.org/
https://www.itals.it/il-ruolo-della-motivazione-nellapprendimento-dellitaliano-ls-da-parte-di-adulti
https://www.itals.it/il-ruolo-della-motivazione-nellapprendimento-dellitaliano-ls-da-parte-di-adulti


66 - Epale Journal   |   n.6 Dicember 2019     practices

Abstract
This essay presents a course of Italian for Driving Schools provided by the Intercultural Centre of the City 

of Turin in 2019, as an example of a good educational practice for the inclusion of migrants.

The course, characterized by co-teaching experiences and the co-presence of teachers from different 

disciplines, allowed the breaking down of certain language barriers which could have precluded 

access to driving school courses by non-native adult learners of Italian as a second language.
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1. The Intercultural Centre of Turin

The Intercultural Centre of the city of Turin2, active since 1996, is a municipal body responsible for intercultural 

education, run by the City of Turin’s Department of Culture.

The activities of the Centre, overseen by the University of Turin, are aimed at teachers of languages, in 

particular, of Italian as L2, as well as volunteers and operators dealing with intercultural contexts. In addition 

to training personnel working in the intercultural sector, the Centre provides Italian courses for both migrants 

and native speakers. In fact, the specific nature of the Centre’s educational project includes the simultaneous 

presence of natives and non-natives for certain high-level language courses, especially courses connected 

with writing or the development of specialist languages (Emanuel & Nitti, 2017). 

The educational project changes every year in relation to users’ needs, although some courses represent the 

Centre’s point of departure, for example, Basic, Intermediate and Advanced Italian.

In fact, each year, thematic in-depth studies of a professional or civic nature are established starting from the 

baseline courses.

Alongside the teachers in training, the Centre welcomes university students who are carrying out curricular 

internships to attain education credits. Their participation in the projects and paths offered by the Centre is 

therefore assessed on the basis of a match between their ongoing course of studies and the internship project. 

Each course provided by the Centre embraces what Balboni (2001) has defined “choral negotiation”, that is, 

a working method aimed at formulating a criterion shared by teachers and operators, based on short- and 

long-range language teaching goals, on the specific objectives which give substance to these goals, and on 

the procedures to ensure that the students learn to reflect on the condition of their own interlanguage (Calvi, 

1995), in order to become genuine protagonists of continuous learning (Emanuel & Nitti, 2017).

In view of the receptive welcome and an educational intervention open to all, the only requirement for 

admission to courses, in addition to the language level, is personal enthusiasm for the topic. 

Italian for Driving Schools. From Experimentation 
to an educational Format for Inclusion 
of Italian L2 Learners

Paolo Nitti1 
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2. Italian for Driving Schools

In 2019, an Italian for Driving Schools course was launched, lasting 20 hours. The teaching involved the 

participation of two Italian L2 teachers, a tutor from the Intercultural Centre, and two driving school instructors 

working at local schools.

The teaching dealt with aspects of Italian that are particularly problematic when taking driving lessons, 

especially with regard to specialist language: 

In the case of L2 learners […], the students must understand a text that presents difficulties beyond their linguistic 
level. However, the programme […] obliges them to carry out this task, which is beyond their capabilities and the 
teacher therefore needs to intervene didactically, in order not to encounter failure (Ballarin, 2019, p. 11).

In addition to the lexical dimension, the course also dealt with the syntactic and textual phenomena 

characteristic of the micro-language, in order to eliminate a good part of the problems associated with 

participation in courses to obtain a driving licence (Favaro, 1999). In fact, 

The adaptation of the text to its targets must [...] be preceded by a careful consideration of the difficulties and 
needs at both quantitative and qualitative levels, with the aim of identifying those critical points and those factors of 
complexity on which it is subsequently appropriate to intervene (Baldo, 2019, p. 15).

In many cases, one of the most critical points is understanding of the micro-languages. In the sciences of 

language, a micro-language represents that 

variety of language which specialists in a given scientific or professional sector use with a twofold purpose: to 
obtain maximum clarity, [...] to allow those who use it appropriately to be identified as a member of the scientific-
professional group who share it (Balboni, 1999, p. 65). 

In reality, this question of micro-languages has been at the centre of academic interest since the late ’80s 

(Cortelazzo, 1994), emerging as an interdisciplinary and multidisciplinary research area in its own right 

(Van Leir, 1995). The discipline that has been dealing with the definition and analysis of micro-languages is 

sociolinguistics; 

Sectoral languages form a part of sociolinguistics for two major reasons: firstly, because sectoral languages are 
nothing but varieties of language, different ways of using language [...]. Secondly, […] the problem of sectoral 
languages involves questions of a strictly social nature, and raises not indifferent social problems of communication 
(Berruto, quoted by Berretta & Berruto, 1977, p. 21). 

This latter consideration allows us to understand the pitfalls arising from a lack of understanding of a micro-

language (Balboni, 2008) by a speaker, and offers a justification for using the term ‘inclusion’ to identify the 

Italian for Driving Schools course. In point of fact, a micro-language can prove problematic for both native and 

non-native speakers, since it 

bases its action on a particular vision of the world, on scientific and micro-sectoral assumptions capable of 
building the determinants of an environment where the learning dimension is regulated by a professional 
context which shares fixed elements: research and working practices, verbal codes, that is to say, those 
dynamics which underline the form and structure of a particular organization of knowledge which every 
professional context possesses and supports through the convergence of objectives and a type of linguistic 
act that is always situated (Serragiotto, 2014, p. 16).

One of the elements that the L2 Italian teachers wanted to deal with in the Italian for Driving Schools course 

concerned the language of the study, namely, 
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the language of integrated skills”, and if we wanted to employ a concrete example, we might add: “it is the language 
of the summary and of taking notes”. It is not a question of the language of understanding, or of speaking, nor 
of reading or writing taken individually and successively one after another, but of all these skills considered 
simultaneously and intertwining with one another, one in the other in an ‘amalgam’ of meaning and signifying form, 
of a profound disciplinary content and a specialized terminological lexicon on the surface, which can be placed 
on a continuous scale ranging from the most complete and indecipherable opacity to the fullest and clearest 
transparency (Bosisio & Chini, 2017, p. 145). 

The course was offered in the second half of 2019 to 35 non-native participants, with a level of Italian equal to 

level B13, able to move around independently within the second language context, in relation to communicative 

competence, with regard to familiar aspects. 

The objectives of the course, therefore, concerned the specialized and sectoral elements of Italian with 

respect to the specialized area of the driving school, engines, and partially also some economic, legal and 

bureaucratic language, since each lesson examined a selection of elements of Italian grammar and lexicon 

in relation to driving school topics. These topics were discussed preliminarily and shared by the teachers in 

charge of the course with the driving school instructors, based on the uncertainties and problems that arise 

most frequently within driving courses and taking the students’ level of Italian into account (Galeotti, 2015). 

As regards the learners’ profile, specific issues relating to the teaching of adults were given consideration, for 

example, that

adults require different teaching methods, given that they feel socially and intellectually on a par with the teacher 
and are therefore not willing to indulge in ‘acts of faith’. For this reason, it is appropriate to highlight the peculiarities 
which characterize teaching a second language to adults (Serragiotto, quoted by Brichese & Caon, 2019, p. 51).

Serragiotto’s proposal, with reference to teaching adults, is of an andragogical nature and harks back to Knowles’ 

model (1993), which envisages explaining the strategies connected with the students’ previous matrix, to correlate 

the object of the teaching with the outside world, and negotiate the motivation to learn by proposing elements 

which respond to problems of a daily nature. Providing the tools to interpret the micro-language used to deal with 

the rules of the road, therefore, represents one of the significant factors for the extracurricular life of many adults.

With regard to autonomy, a key factor in adult education (Serragiotto, 2014), it is reasonable to note that 

adults tend to be more aware of their own ways of learning and their own training and professional needs than 

children and pre-adolescents; 

since this is more in tune with their aspirations and needs, the most effective learning of adults and adults is self-
directed, in the various meanings that this expression may have: autonomous learning, control exercised over the 
learning process, or personal autonomy. The ability to control one’s own learning and become autonomous can 
however be cultivated and consolidated in the educational intervention (Minuz, 2005, p. 50).

Finally, these considerations are strictly rooted in the very concept of the second language, since L2 “would be 

a language learned in the country where it is usually spoken (for example, Italian learned in Italy by immigrants)” 

(Pallotti, 2000, p . 13). Indeed,

what characterizes the second language teaching situation is the fact that the hours of direct teaching carried out in 
the classroom by the teacher are interrelated with the students’ extracurricular life in which they are exposed to the 
living language, unstructured and graded, unexplained and commented on. A specific glottodidactics for second 
languages  must study ways and means of connection between the extra-curricular linguistic reality and the work 
in the classroom, so as to ensure that on the one hand the precious and lively contribution of the outside world is 
welcomed into the classroom, helping the students to acquire it, systematize it, and interrelate it with what they 
already know, and on the other, that the lesson in turn refers to the outside world, sets the conditions to ensure that 
the input which the students will receive from the outside becomes understandable (Balboni, 1994, p. 13).
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Adherence to the context of the learner’s extra-curricular life was the cornerstone of the educational action 

and some tools were offered to overcome the language barriers imposed by the adoption of a micro-language. 

It should be noted that the Italian for Driving Schools course is not aimed solely at non-native individuals, 

since the micro-languages, as we have seen, can also prove a hindrance to native speakers: in addition to the 

specific textual and syntactic structures, specialist languages adopt “Terms taken from words of the common 

language to which a unique and specialized value is attributed through stipulative definitions” (Porcelli, 1994, 

p. 21). A stipulative definition, with regard to searches relating to the lexicon, “is generally identified by an 

agreement with respect to the meaning and placement of words and phrases” (Ballarin, Nitti 2020: 26). This 

agreement of meaning and placement finds its raison d’être according to the micro-language it is applied to 

and can be quite distant from everyday language. A word such as “claim”, for instance, can have profoundly 

different meanings in the insurance sector or in common parlance.

3. From experimentation to an educational format for inclusion

At the end of the course, students were given a feedback questionnaire (Nitti, 2019), in which to express any 

doubts and the degree of satisfaction with the course, using some indicators.

Given that all the indicators reported high levels of satisfaction (on average 25%) and very high (on average 

60%), one of the aspects which users highlighted, in terms of quality, concerned the advantage of co-teaching 

and the presence of different profiles. In the first case, it was reported that co-teaching allowed the students 

to benefit from different voices (14%), different teaching approaches and techniques (18%), with greater 

significance in terms of learning. In the second case, however, the participation of driving school experts 

allowed the learners to relate to personnel with disciplinary competence, not immediately attributable to 

mere aspects of the language (Vollmer, 2010). Indeed, 

all the subjects involved in the linguistic-disciplinary educational process are [...] incomplete with respect to each 
other and all the subjects possess information that other subjects do not have:
a) the teacher of a non-linguistic subject has specialist competence in his subject, but not in the language and not 
in language teaching;
b) the teacher of Humanities and Italian L1 has specialist competence in his subject, but not in the non-linguistic 
discipline and not necessarily in the teaching of L2;
c) the learners are the weakest individuals, since they are learning disciplinary knowledge in L1 and the basic 
language of L2, while also trying to learn disciplinary contents in the language being studied, i.e., L2. However, they 
constitute a resource for the two teachers since they represents those individuals on which to combine didactics of 
a collaborative type […].
Collaborative teaching, however, can only be fully realized in the teacher-teacher relationship, since the relationship 
between the two individuals is of a symmetrical and equal type: the two individuals can exchange information in 
each other’s fields of specialization (Ballarin, 2019, p. 11).

In the case of the Italian for Driving Schools course, the field of specialization of Italian L2 teachers concerned 

both the linguistics of Italian and language teaching, i.e., the set of strategies, approaches, methods and 

techniques for teaching linguistic contents (Balboni, 2015). As far as the driving school instructors were 

concerned, however, the field of specialization concerned precisely the characteristic elements of driving 

licence courses.

The synergy between the two forms of educational experience (Balboni, 2008) – Italian and the driving 

school – made it possible to organize an inclusive course (Nitti, 2018), since, thanks to the attendance, certain 

problematic aspects of Italian were clarified which could have precluded students from accessing driving 

school courses not designed specifically for non-native students nor to solve language problems.
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From a survey conducted three weeks after the end of the course, it emerged that 87% of the students went 

on to enrol at a driving school, a sign which can be interpreted, in addition to the learners’ motivation and 

the attractiveness of the chance to obtain a driving licence for an individual, as a clear manifestation of the 

inclusion of migrants in advanced educational activities (Serra, 2018). 

In conclusion, starting from the educational experiment, certain characteristics of the course were identified 

as worth exploiting in an educational format (Nitti, 2019) to evaluate the impact of other future training 

interventions: portability with respect to daily life, the participation of experts, co-teaching, the possibility of 

inclusion of natives and the satisfaction rate at the end of the course. Therefore, the experience was modelled 

by structuring an example of a good inclusion practice.
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Notes
1 Professor of Cognitive Linguistics, University of Insubria, Department of Human Sciences and Innovation for the 
Territory, pnitti@uninsubria.it
2 http://www.interculturatorino.it/ [28/06/2020].
3 Level confirmed through the initial testing activity or the presentation of an international certification of Italian; for 
a description of the level indicators, we suggest consulting the website: https://www.coe.int/en/web/portfolio/the-
common-european-framework-of-reference-for-languages-learning-teaching- assessment-cefr- [08/06/2020].

Bibliographical references
• Balboni, P.E. (1994). Didattica dell’italiano a stranieri. Roma: Bonacci Editore.
• Balboni, P.E. (1999). Dizionario di glottodidattica. Perugia: Guerra Edizioni.
• Balboni, P.E. (2001). La formazione degli insegnanti di Italiano L2. Una ricognizione. Lingua e Nuova Didattica, 30, 3, 40-42.
• Balboni, P.E. (2008). Italiano L2: una via italiana, Studi di Glottodidattica, 1, 17-31.
• Balboni, P.E. (2015). Le sfide di Babele. Insegnare le lingue nelle società complesse. Novara: UTET. 
• Baldo, G. (2019). Italiano per stranieri. Semplificare, facilitare, adattare manuali scolastici disciplinari. Alessandria: Edizioni 
dell’Orso.
• Ballarin, E. (2019). “Se non mangio il tuo re e tu non mangi il mio, vinciamo la partita”. Come dare scacco matto insegnando 
discipline non linguistiche in L2. In P. Nitti (A cura di), L’innovazione nella didattica all’interno della scuola secondaria di primo 
grado. Pratiche e proposte. Brescia: Editrice La Scuola.
• Ballarin, E., & Nitti, P. (2020). Microlingue scientifiche, professionali, disciplinari e lingua accademica. Una proposta di 
classificazione, In J. Visconti, M. Manfredini, L. Coveri (A cura di), Linguaggi settoriali e specialistici. Sincronia, diacronia, 
traduzione, variazione. Atti del XV Congresso SILFI, Società Internazionale di Linguistica e Filologia Italiana (Genova, 28-30 
maggio 2018) (pp. 21-29). Ospedaletto-Pisa: Pacini Editore.
• Berretta, M., & Berruto, G. (A cura di). (1977). Lezioni di sociolinguistica e linguistica applicata. Napoli: Liguori Editore.
• Bosisio, C., & Chini, M. (2017). Fondamenti di glottodidattica. Apprendere le lingue oggi. Roma: Carocci editore.
• Brichese, A., & Caon, F. (A cura di). (2019). Insegnare italiano ad analfabeti. Torino: Bonacci Editore.
• Calvi, M.V. (1995). L’interlingua e la glottodidattica, Padova: Cedam.
• Cortelazzo, M. (A cura di). (1994). Lingue speciali. La dimensione verticale. Padova: Unipress.
• Emanuel, L., & Nitti, P. (2017). Lifelong learning: aspetti pedagogici e didattici. Nuova Secondaria, 9, 22-25.
• Favaro, G. (A cura di). (1999). Imparare l’italiano, imparare in italiano. Milano: Guerini.
• Galeotti, G. (2015). I saperi dell’agire. La valorizzazione educativa delle competenze locali per la gestione ambientale. 
Roma: Aracne.
• Knowles, M.S. (1993). Quando l’adulto impara: pedagogia e andragogia. Milano: FrancoAngeli.
• Minuz, F. (2005). Italiano L2 e alfabetizzazione in età adulta. Roma: Carocci editore.
• Nitti, P. (2018). La didattica della lingua italiana per gruppi disomogenei. Brescia: Editrice La Scuola.
• Nitti, P. (2019). Didattica dell’italiano L2. Dall’alfabetizzazione allo sviluppo della competenza testuale. Brescia: Editrice La 
Scuola.
• Pallotti, G. (2000). La seconda lingua. Milano: Bompiani-Giunti Editore.
• Porcelli, G. (1994). Principi di glottodidattica. Brescia: Editrice La Scuola. 
• Serra, A. (2018). La didattica e interculturalità. Milano: Hoepli. 
• Serragiotto, G. (A cura di). (2004). Le lingue straniere nella scuola. Nuovi percorsi, nuovi ambienti, nuovi docenti. Torino: 
UTET.
• Serragiotto, G. (2014). Dalle microlingue disciplinari al CLIL. Novara: UTET.
• Van Leir, L. (1995). Introducing Language Awareness. London: Penguin English Applied Linguistics Series.
• Vollmer, H. (2010). Lingua(e) delle altre discipline. Italiano LinguaDue, 1, 271-283.

http://www.interculturatorino.it/
https://www.coe.int/en/web/portfolio/the-common-european-framework-of-reference-for-languages-learni
https://www.coe.int/en/web/portfolio/the-common-european-framework-of-reference-for-languages-learni


Italian for Driving Schools

72 - Epale Journal   |   n.6 Dicember 2019     practices



73 - Epale Journal   |   n.6 Dicembre 2019

RUIAP
Rete Universitaria Italiana per  

l‛Apprendimento Permanente


	_1fob9te
	_3znysh7
	_2et92p0
	_tyjcwt
	_heading=h.4vpftkejgrn0
	_heading=h.sc41rlqvtbfj
	_heading=h.1auiix2v7tvx
	_heading=h.yjlprspgh5u7
	_heading=h.6jd4xzh8pvk9
	_heading=h.gjdgxs
	_heading=h.6xqypf2mzyyj
	_heading=h.qrd9o31tjvlv
	_heading=h.oziyvlm5lzam
	_Hlk37589256
	_heading=h.30j0zll
	_heading=h.1fob9te

