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ABSTRACT: This study investigates secondary school students' perceptions of cultural diversity
across five European countries: Italy, Bulgaria, Germany, Greece, and Spain. Using a quantitative
research approach, the study involved a survey designed to assess students' attitudes towards cultural
diversity and critical thinking. The total number of students participating in the study is 352. The
findings reveal a generally positive disposition towards cultural diversity, with students demonstrating
empathy and support for marginalized individuals, as well as culturally diverse people in familiar

scenarios. However, responses to more complex and controversial issues, such as religious practices
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and gender identity, were mixed, indicating the need for more structured intercultural learning
interventions. The study highlights the importance of intercultural competence development and
critical thinking training in schools to better prepare students for life in an intercultural society. These
results informed the development of the Reciprocal Maieutic Approach (RMA) under the Erasmus+

REACT project, aimed at enhancing critical thinking and inclusive education practices.
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Secondary Education

RESUMO: Este estudo analisa a perce¢ao dos alunos do ensino secundario sobre a diversidade
cultural em cinco paises europeus: Italia, Bulgaria, Alemanha, Grécia e Espanha. Recorrendo a uma
abordagem de investigagdo quantitativa, o estudo consistiu na realizacdo de um inquérito destinado a
avaliar as atitudes dos alunos em relacao a diversidade cultural e ao pensamento critico. No total,
participaram no estudo 352 estudantes. Os resultados revelam uma disposicao geralmente positiva em
relacdo a diversidade cultural, com os alunos a demonstrarem empatia ¢ apoio a individuos
marginalizados, bem como a pessoas culturalmente diversas no seio familiar. No entanto, as respostas
a questdes mais complexas e controversas, como as praticas religiosas e a identidade de género, foram
mistas, indicando a necessidade de intervengdes de aprendizagem intercultural mais estruturadas. O
estudo salienta a importancia do desenvolvimento de competéncias interculturais e da formagao em
pensamento critico nas escolas, de modo a preparar melhor os alunos para a vida numa sociedade
intercultural. Estes resultados serviram de base ao desenvolvimento da Abordagem Maiéutica
Reciproca (AMR) no dmbito do projeto Erasmus+ REACT, que visa melhorar o pensamento critico

e as praticas de educagdo inclusiva.

PALAVRAS-CHAVE: Competéncia Intercultural, Pensamento Critico, Interculturalidade,

Sociologia da Educacdo, Ensino Secundéario

1. Introduction

In today's multicultural, globalized, digital, and diverse society, providing an education that
enhances intercultural competencies and critical thinking, while fostering tolerance and openness, and
mitigating prejudice and stereotypes, is more vital than ever. This article aims to describe and analyze
the results of quantitative research conducted with secondary school students across five European
countries: Italy, Bulgaria, Germany, Greece and Spain, focusing on participants’ attitudes and responses
to cultural diversity. This survey serves as a foundational step in the development of the Reciprocal

Maieutic Approach (RMA) through the Erasmus+ REACT project (REciprocal maieutic Approach
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pathways enhancing Critical Thinking). The REACT project aims to implement an innovative
methodology that enhances critical thinking skills and supports inclusive education and values such as
tolerance and the acceptance of diversity. The RMA uses dialogic learning to explore and understand
the origins of intolerance, prejudices, and stereotypes. It also motivates teachers, students, and parents
to learn actively and independently, embracing the Montessori principle of "help me do it myself." The
REACT project was piloted in Bulgaria, Germany, Greece, Italy and Spain, and has been shown to
foster dialogue, reflection, empathy, and critical thinking among secondary school and vocational
training center students.

Students often encounter diversity for the first time at school, so this article first discusses the
importance of developing intercultural competences and critical thinking in this setting. This provides
a comprehensive background for the survey and its findings, specifically relating to the question: “how

do secondary school students face cultural diversity in their daily lives and at school?”

2. Theoretical Framework

Cultural diversity is one of the most important characteristics of our globalized context today.
Digital connectedness is, of course, another. How we perceive reality is very much related to our own
real or virtual experiences. The rapid expansion of fake news promotes stereotypes and prejudices,
often but not only among young people. It has never been so easy to access all kinds of information
and news. It has never been so difficult to discern what is true from what is false in that information
and news. Who wrote what and why, have become very difficult questions to answer. Advances in IT
and Al are very fast, faster than our educational systems and reforms can keep pace with. Questioning
the who, how, what and why of online texts has become a key competence to develop among young
people. Developing critical thinking skills, as well as intercultural competence, is key if young people
are to be educated in peace.

Already in 1996, Jacques Delors, in his seminal work Learning: the treasure within, affirmed that
the major challenges our students would face would be: environmental; technological; economic and
intercultural. Climate change is a global issue that affects us all, we all live in our only home, planet
Earth, and even though natural disasters might be happening far away their causes and consequences
affect us directly. The use of artificial intelligence is something that affects us all in ways that are still
unfamiliar. The speed with which we can communicate nowadays and with which news travels is a
very recent phenomenon. The economic crisis that began in 2008 continues to affect employment and
housing mainly among young people. Finally, interculturality: because of the aforementioned
challenges and others, many people move to other countries seeking security or a better life for

themselves and their families. There is no doubt that our societies are more diverse than ever before.



Education has an important role to play in training young people how to face and tackle all these
challenges. We should educate them to live in peaceful intercultural understanding, which is indeed a

great challenge (Delors, 1996).

2.1. The REACT Project

The REACT project seeks to promote inclusion in secondary education by integrating the
Reciprocal Maieutic Approach (RMA) with elements of the Montessori method. Developed by Danilo
Dolci, the RMA promotes active citizenship, critical thinking, and dialogic learning. It uses participants'
experiences and intuitions as starting points for a collective exploration of key concepts in inclusive
education and stereotype formation. The RMA encourages critical thinking and provides a safe space
for participants to engage in meaningful dialogue, aiming to reduce intolerance and stereotypical
thinking. This method, adaptable to various school subjects and educational levels, emphasizes the role
of teachers in preparing the learning environment, observing, and intervening only when necessary,
allowing students to lead their own learning process (Giessen, 2024; Rizzo, 2013).

The results of the student survey, which form the basis of this article, represent the initial phase
of the project, gathering information on students' perceptions of the impact of cultural diversity on their
daily lives. These findings informed the RMA workshops, ensuring that they addressed the real

concerns and experiences of the students.

2.2 Intercultural Competence and Critical Thinking in Education

In an era characterized by rapid globalization and increasing cultural diversity, fostering
intercultural competence and critical thinking in educational settings has become essential. Intercultural
competence involves the ability to communicate effectively and appropriately with people of other
cultures, and it includes understanding and respecting cultural differences (Deardorff, 2006). According
to Nussbaum (1997 & 2012), it can also be called empathy towards the multicultural other. It is a
competence that may take a lifetime to mature, and its development affects us cognitively (educational
training), behaviorally, and psychologically.

However, there are a number of studies that affirm that this competence does not develop
naturally but that specific training is needed to foster intercultural competence (Bennett, 1993;
Deardorff, 2006, 2009; Sierra-Huedo & Nevado Llopis, 2022). At the same time, experiential learning
is also key to facing cultural differences and to experiencing work and/or study with people who are
very different from oneself (Paige, 1993; Bennett, 1993). How do you develop empathy towards
someone who is very different from you? How can you do this when you usually relate to people who
are similar to you culturally and socially? In order to develop intercultural competence, you need to

work on cognitive, behavioral and psychological aspects. For this research, we understand intercultural
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competence as the ability to behave and communicate “effectively and appropriately in intercultural
situations based on one’s intercultural knowledge, skills, and attitudes” (Deardorff, 2006). It involves
“knowledge of others; knowledge of self; skills to interpret and relate; skills to discover and to interact;
valuing others' values, beliefs, and behaviors; and relativizing oneself” (Byram, 1997, p.34).

We also understand that the development of intercultural competence can be seen as a
developmental process on a continuum, following the Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity
developed by Milton Bennett (1993), that may start at an early age if subjects are in contact with
diversity (Sierra-Huedo & Foucart, 2022). There are few studies that measure the development of
intercultural competence among secondary school students and perhaps even fewer that assess
intercultural learning interventions in secondary education. Those studies that have been developed
conclude that the earlier students begin to work on the development of their intercultural competence,
the better (Schwarzenthal, Schachner, Juang & Van De Vijver, 2020).

Schools are regarded as the ideal setting to begin to promote the development of intercultural
competence. Diversity in the classroom is a fact, and prejudices and stereotypes can be confronted in
schools where the diversity found in classrooms can provide the perfect opportunity to dismantle those
stereotypes using appropriate methodologies (Pettigrew and Tropp, 2008; Wells et al., 2016; Tropp and
Saxena, 2018). As long ago as 1964, Allport researched and studied how students with diverse cultural
backgrounds who are guided in different learning activities (intercultural learning interventions) begin
to make contact with people who are very different from them and start getting to know people with
different cultural backgrounds on a personal level (Pettigrew, 1998; Pettigrew, 2008; Pettigrew &
Tropp, 2000; Schwarzenthal, Schachner, Juang, & Van De Vijver,2020). These types of intercultural
learning activities, conducted with a teacher’s guidance, can be a positive experience, and may
represent the beginning of the development of intercultural competence. Observing as well as reflecting
are key to developing intercultural competence. When facing new situations or intercultural conflicts,
teachers should help students to be able to analyze what they are seeing and experiencing and to think
about how this may affect others.

Critical thinking, in addition to intercultural competence, is also vital for preparing students to
navigate and contribute to a multicultural world. Critical thinking entails the ability to analyze,
evaluate, and synthesize information, leading to more informed and reflective judgments (Paul &
Elder, 2014). It has also been defined as “the ability to analyze facts, generate and organize ideas,
defend opinions, make comparisons, evaluate arguments, without passively accepting what is read, but
learning to rise question on information” (Crosta & Banda, 2021, p.69).

Fifteen abilities directly related to critical thinking have been identified by Crosta & Banda,
(2021): Focusing on a question posed in a general way; being able to analyze different arguments;

asking questions and/or challenging arguments; questioning the credibility of a source; observing and
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judging observation reports; deducing; making generalizations; making and judging values; defining
terms and definitions and finally following problem solving steps. Both competencies, intercultural
competence and critical thinking, are vital for preparing students to navigate and contribute to a
multicultural world; these competencies are interrelated and should be developed together to enhance
students' ability to navigate and understand diverse cultural contexts (Miralimovna, 2020; Namsaeng
& Ambele, 2023; Soboleva & Lomakina, 2019; Yankina, 2021; Yue & Ning, 2015). It is also relevant
to mention that critical thinking is not a universal skill as it is influenced by cultural contexts. Therefore,
teaching methods should consider cultural differences to make critical thinking more relevant and
effective in intercultural interactions (Lopez-Rocha, 2020; Sobkowiak, 2016; Yershova et al., 2000).
Pedagogical approaches such as critical pedagogy, comparative pedagogy and intercultural pedagogy

are effective in fostering both critical thinking and intercultural competence (Yue & Ning, 2015).

2.3 The impact of Cultural Diversity on Students

Secondary school students encounter cultural diversity in various aspects of their daily lives and
school environments. Understanding how they face and manage this diversity is crucial for fostering
inclusive and supportive educational settings. Research indicates that students often encounter cultural
diversity for the first time at school, making educational institutions critical sites for developing
intercultural competence (Banks, 2015). Students' understanding of cultural diversity is deeply
intertwined with their personal, social, and moral experiences. This integration can create dialogical
tensions, making it challenging to transform everyday experiences into more structured, objective
scientific concepts (Grossen & Mirza, 2019). Critical thinking can be defined as “reasonable and
reflective thinking focused on deciding what to believe or do” (Ennis, 2011, p.1), involving a
disciplined process of conceptualizing, analyzing and synthesizing any kind of information acquired
by observing, experiencing or communicating and it is also a skill in which training is necessary (The
Foundation of Critical Thinking, 2024).

A positive cultural diversity climate, characterized by equality, inclusion, and cultural pluralism,
is associated with better student outcomes, including academic achievement, self-concept, and life
satisfaction. This positive effect is mediated by a sense of belonging at school and is beneficial for both
immigrant and non-immigrant students (Schachner et al., 2019, 2021). Thus, schools play a pivotal role
in shaping students' attitudes towards cultural diversity. Educators who employ inclusive teaching
strategies and encourage open dialogue about cultural differences can significantly influence students'
acceptance and respect for diversity (Gay, 2018). Teachers view cultural diversity as both a challenge
and an opportunity. Effective inclusion requires teachers to develop a knowledge base about cultural
diversity, incorporate diverse content into the curriculum, and create caring, inclusive learning

communities (Gay, 2002; Hue & Kennedy, 2014; Semiao et al., 2023).



Culturally responsive teaching, which uses students' cultural backgrounds as a foundation for
learning, is essential to improve the academic success of ethnically diverse students. This approach
includes understanding cultural diversity, integrating it into the curriculum, and adapting teaching
methods to meet diverse needs (Gay, 2002; Hue & Kennedy, 2014). School counsellors also play a
pivotal role in addressing the needs of immigrant students by implementing culturally sensitive
responses and fostering collaboration among all stakeholders. Schools are seen as key environments
for celebrating and managing cultural diversity (Gonzélez-Falcon et al., 2022). Secondary school
students' experiences with cultural diversity are multifaceted, involving personal, social, and
educational dimensions. A positive cultural diversity climate, supported by inclusive teaching practices
and the active involvement of teachers and counsellors, is crucial for fostering a sense of belonging and
improving student outcomes. Effective management of cultural diversity in schools requires a
comprehensive approach that integrates students' cultural backgrounds into the educational process.

Research therefore shows that training in critical thinking and intercultural competence is
necessary at secondary school level. The REACT project represents an attempt to develop these skills.
The initial stages of the project involved a questionnaire about attitudes to cultural diversity given to
secondary school students aged 10 to 19 as a means of assessing students’ existing attitudes with a view

to adjusting the REACT project more accurately to their needs.

3. Materials and Methods

The primary aim of this study was to investigate the impact of cultural diversity on young people's
experiences both at school and in their everyday lives. A quantitative approach was employed for data
collection, by means of online surveys as the primary tool. The findings from the student group
surveyed can be generalized to a broader population, allowing for assertions about this demographic.
This is achieved through the analysis of data using numerical and statistical methods, consistent with

Creswell's (2009) guidelines.

3.1. Tool: Online Survey

An online survey was used for this research. There were 25 questions, divided into 3 sections:
demographic data, critical incidents, the others, the world. The survey underwent validation in each
participating country. Prior to its final distribution, ten students from each country completed the
survey, providing feedback on the complexity of the questions, language adaptation, and any other
difficulties encountered. Based on this feedback, the questionnaire was refined, resulting in the final

version used in this study.



3.2. Participants

A total of 352 participants completed the survey, 180 female, 168 male and 4 other gender. The
age distribution ranged from 10 to 19 years, with a mean value of 14.7 years, a median value of 5.0
years and 1.78 standard deviation. In total, students from 27 different schools participated in the study.
Quantitative methodology was considered the best methodology to analyze how secondary students

face cultural diversity.

4. Results
4.1. Critical incidents

This section presents a summary of the findings from the analysis of responses to each of six
critical incidents which were designed to assess students' attitudes and predispositions towards various
situations and subjects related to cultural diversity. The operational definition of this conceptual
dimension is based on the storytelling technique, presenting five narratives centered around different
cultural diversity episodes. Each scenario consists of a story followed by a series of items that reflect
potential emotional or rational reactions to the narrative. These aim to gauge the respondent's stance
on specific aspects of cultural diversity illustrated in the story.

Respondents were asked to indicate their agreement with each item on a 5-point Likert scale,
ranging from “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree.” For each story, the responses to these items
were combined into a composite index to succinctly represent each respondent's position on the
specific aspect of cultural diversity being examined. These indices were specifically constructed to
measure the degree of acceptance of cultural diversity. A higher score indicates greater respect for the
cultures represented in the scenario, with high scores corresponding to "Strongly Agree" or "Agree"
responses to all items. Conversely, a low score indicates "Strongly Disagree" or "Disagree" responses.
Items with reverse semantic polarity were adjusted accordingly. All the critical incidents were daily
life situations that any teenager may encounter.

The first scenario revolves around this story of poverty and marginalization is called “The boy in
front of the supermarket”. Most respondents demonstrated empathy and understanding for a foreign
boy begging in front of a supermarket. When combining 'strongly agree' and 'agree' responses, these
items received over 70% approval. The statement expressing a negative emotion towards the boy was
disapproved by more than 77% of the students. The analysis of the composite indicators, created by
combining respondents’ answers to the three items, supports these findings: 83.0% of the students
expressed sympathy towards the boy standing in front of the supermarket.

The second critical incident, called “The immigrant center in the neighborhood” is about an
immigrant center and addresses a current and potentially contentious topic about its creation in the

students ‘neighborhood. Data analysis indicates that most students are not concerned about the opening
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of an immigrant center, viewing integration as a feasible and desirable objective. In fact, the most
endorsed statement (with 81.9% either Strongly Agreeing or Agreeing) emphasizes the importance of
understanding the perspectives of migrants. Conversely, the first statement, which voices opposition to
the center, is not favored by the majority (56.3% Strongly Disagree or Disagree). The combination of
‘agree’ and ‘strongly agree’ responses represent75.9% of respondents who support the opening of an
immigrant center, demonstrating a welcoming attitude towards foreigners. Nevertheless, a considerable
portion of participants (21.0%) remain ambivalent about the matter, predominantly selecting ‘“Neither
agree nor disagree” for most items in the scenario or providing inconsistent responses.

Religious convictions form the foundation of the assumptions in the third critical incident, called
“A’different” girl”: a Muslim girl is new in the school, and she wears a veil. The analysis of responses
to the items developed for this incident reveals intriguing insights. Although students generally appear
to respect cultural diversity concerning religious beliefs, item number 3, "Wearing a veil for a girl is a
limitation to her freedom as a woman," received mixed reactions. In fact, the students' opinions are
nearly evenly divided among those who disagree, those who are undecided, and those who agree. A
composite view of results reflects the same, with 50.9% of students demonstrating a clear disposition
to respect and accept cultural diversity concerning religious beliefs, while 39.4% hold a more neutral
or lukewarm stance on the matter.

The “A different girl?” incident deals explicitly with a very sensitive issue that is, at the same
time, very close to students' daily life experiences: acts of bullying toward a schoolmate who expresses
a non-normative sexual and gender identity. This incident, therefore, directly addresses the issue of
cultural diversity related to sexual orientation and gender identity. According to the replies there is a
high level of cultural awareness regarding this type of difference. In fact, almost all respondents
(Strongly agree + Agree = 89.3%) agreed with the statement “it's not fair to make fun of a mate just
because they have a different sexual orientation". Moreover, two items stating positions against the
freedom to express one's identity (item 1) and the fact that the school is a discussion ground for these
topics (item 4) are disapproved by the majority of respondents (Strongly disagree + Disagree is equal
to 67.1% for the former, and 68.8% for the latter). However, as in the previous scenario, one item split
the students almost equally between those who are against (34.6%), those who are undecided (36.2%)
and those who are for (29.2%), namely: “These are things that should remain private, not shared
publicly.” It is very likely that the choice to disclose one's sexual orientation or, on the contrary, to
consider it a purely private matter is considered a matter that goes beyond the acceptance of cultural
diversity in this case.

An analysis of the overall scores shows that 63.0% of the students falls into the “high” modality,

this means that our sample is characterized by a relatively high level of awareness of the existence of



different gender identities and sexual orientations that should be accepted and respected. Only 6.0% of
the respondents could be considered as being against differences in sexual orientation

The fifth critical incident called “Other cutlures”, explores the differences and challenges
encountered when interacting with young people from different cultural backgrounds, specifically
focusing on the Roma culture. The Roma boy has poor results in certain subjects. The results indicate
that most students are comfortable interacting with and engaging in dialogue with cultures perceived
as very different from their own. This is evidenced by strong agreement with item 3 (Strongly agree +
Agree = 88.6%) and item 2 (Strongly agree + Agree = 85.2%). Additionally, many students believe that
Dario could be integrated into the group (item 1, Strongly disagree + Disagree = 60.6%) with support
from educational institutions (item 4, Strongly disagree + Disagree = 69.5%). While most respondents
do not take a selfish stance on Dario’s issue (item 5, Strongly disagree + Disagree = 56.3%), a
significant proportion of students remain neutral (Neither agree nor disagree = 29.5%).

Composite results can be summarized as follows: 67.7% of students are classified as “high,”
indicating they care about integrating and respecting people from other cultures. However, a
significant portion of respondents (25.4%) fall into an intermediate category, suggesting that their
awareness of cultural diversity is still developing.

The last critical incident called “Heavy jokes” addresses the issue of school bullying, vividly
describing an episode that may occur in the normal daily routine of school activities. The majority of
the respondents think that school should be a respectful setting where everyone can express their
identity (item 3, Strongly agree + Agree = 91.5%), a safe and proactive environment (item 2, Strongly
agree + Agree = 84.9%). This view is reinforced by the fact that the majority of respondents
disapproved of the two sentences stating that the School should not deal with students' personal
problems (item 4, Strongly disagree + Disagree = 76.5%) and that it is a place where shy and sensitive
people are hopelessly doomed to be bullied by the others (item 1, Strongly disagree + Disagree =

61.0%).

Bullying is undoubtedly a problem with respect to which students' awareness is very high: the
results of the combined result analysis show that 79.7% of respondents fall into the "High" modality
which means they strongly affirm that school should be an inclusive place, a welcoming place where
all young people can freely share their ideas, passions and express their mood and their personal nature

without fear.

4.2. Myself, the others, the world
The final section of the students' questionnaire aimed to gather data on psychological aspects
related to their self-concept. Self-concept refers to the set of knowledge that an individual consciously

processes about themselves, including their physical appearance, attitudes, interpersonal relationships,
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how they believe others perceive them, their view of the world, their expectations, and their perceived
feelings (Palmonari, 1993). This dimension was operationalized through a set of seven items focusing
on personal traits such as emotions, openness to cultural diversity, empathy, conflict management, and
listening skills. Respondents were asked to indicate their agreement with each item on a five-point

Likert scale ranging from 'Strongly disagree' to 'Strongly agree' (Table 1).

Table 1.“Myself, the others, the world”, dimension

Strongl Neither Strongl
Myself, the others, the world . gy Disagree agree nor  Agree &Y Total
disagree f agree
disagree
I always try to put myself in the 5.4 5.8 11,0 50,1 227 100
shoes of others.
I know what my friends feel, even
when they don't tell me 0.8 6,1 18,2 53,3 21,6 100
I am interested in listening to the
points of view and experiences of 2.0 2.9 9.5 435 0.1 100

others even if they are different
from mine
In a conflict I almost always try
to mediate, to find a positive 2,6 6,6 22,2 41,8 26,8 100
solution for everyone
Getting to know the social and
environmental problems of the
world, and the possible solutions, 29 9,5 35,2 354 17,0 100
is something that involves me
emotionally
When I read some news on the
Internet, or when my friends tell
me something, it comes naturally
to me to reflect on the different 29 5,8 20,7 46,7 239 100
sides of the story, on the different
motivations that the people
involved could have
I am passionate about knowing
more about other cultures and 2,9 3,7 17,0 33,7 42,7 100
what happens in the world
Source: Giessen (2024)

The analysis of Table 1 reveals that most students consider themselves as possessing high levels
of empathy and perspective-taking, with 72.8% agreeing or strongly agreeing that they try to put
themselves in others' shoes. Emotional awareness also appears to be strong, as 74.9% of students say
they can sense their friends' feelings without being told. There is a significant interest in diverse
perspectives, with 85.6% of students showing a willingness to listen to viewpoints different from their
own. Additionally, 68.6% of students prefer to mediate conflicts to find positive solutions for everyone

involved.
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However, there is more variation in responses related to emotional involvement in social and
environmental issues, where only 52.4% express strong engagement. This contrasts with the 76.4%
who are passionate about learning about other cultures and global events. Furthermore, 70.6% of
students claim to reflect critically on information from the internet and friends, showing a propensity
for critical thinking. Overall, the data suggests that students are empathetic, reflective, and curious
about the world, although their engagement with global issues varies.

The final step of the data analysis involved conducting an exploratory factor analysis (EFA)

® to synthesize the information gathered from this set of items. EFA is particularly useful for
identifying one or more underlying latent factors within a set of measured variables, allowing for the

representation of this information using a smaller number of variables (indices).

Table 2. Factor Analysis results: Myself, the others, the world dimension

Factor
Items .
loadings
I always try to put myself in the shoes of others. 0,692
I know what my friends feel, even when they don't tell me 0,566
I am interested in listening to the points of view and experiences of others even if 0.674

they are different from mine
In a conflict I almost always try to mediate, to find a positive solution for everyone 0,612

Getting to know the social and environmental problems of the world, and the

0,611
possible solutions, is something that involves me emotionally ’

When I read some news on the Internet, or when my friends tell me something, it
comes naturally to me to reflect on the different sides of the story, on the different 0,711
motivations that the people involved could have

I am passionate about knowing more about other cultures and what happens in the

world 0,615

Source: Giessen (2024)

The EFA results suggest the extraction of only one factor explaining 41.2% of the variance. All
the items have a high factor loading, meaning that all of them contribute to define the factor (Table 14).
The KMO test was over 0.8, and Bartlett’s test of significance was lower than 0.05, indicating that all

5 The factor analysis adopted the principal component method. The Kaiser criterion (1960) suggests extracting only those
factors with an eigenvalue above 1. Two statistical tests were used to verify the data quality: KMO, to test the adequacy
of the sample size, and the Bartlett test of sphericity, to test the identity matrix hypothesis. Finally, Cronbach’s alpha was
performed to assess the internal reliability of the scales. Variance explained = 41.2%; Kaiser—-Meyer—Olkin (KMO) test
= .819; Bartlett’s test, p < .000; Cronbach’s alpha = .760.

12



the conditions to perform an EFA were satisfied. Moreover, Cronbach’s alpha value higher than 0.750
confirms the high reliability of the tool (that is, the set of items intended as a scale). From a purely
content-based point of view, this means that all the items represent a unique conceptual dimension, that
we can name “Openness Towards Others” (OTO). All the variables were then combined using the
“save as variable” function in SPSS and using the regression method to create the OTO index. Finally,
the index scores were transformed to a range from 0 to 100 to simplify its interpretation. Results showed
a mean value of 68.3, a median value of 68.5 and standard deviation at 16.7.

These data show that the mean score on the OTO index is quite high (68.3), that is our sample is
characterized by a relatively high level of openness to others. However, the value of the standard
deviation (17.7) suggests an appreciable variance between scores on the index, this means that there
are both students who are wide open to diversity, but also students who do not share this receptivity.
The last step of this analysis was to apply the same procedure discussed above, the EFA, on the six
indices constructed to synthetize respondents’ answers to each critical incident into one variable

measuring “Openness to Cultural Diversity” (OCD).

Table 3. Factor Analysis results: scenario section

Items Fac.t or
loadings
The boy in front of the supermarket Index 0,668
The immigrant center in the neighborhood Index 0,737
Does a veil make a difference? Index 0,534
A ‘different’ girl? Index 0,642
Other Cultures Index 0,798
Heavy Jokes Index 0,811

Source: Giessen (2024)
Note: Variance explained = 41.2%; Kaiser—Meyer—Olkin (KMO) test = .819; Bartlett’s test, p <.000; Cronbach’s alpha =
.760.

In Table 3, the EFA results show that the first extracted factor is the one that best represents the
data collected with 49.6% variance explained. Moreover, all the statistical tests have been fulfilled
(KMO, Bartlett’s test and Cronbach’s alpha), certifying that all the conditions to perform an EFA were
satisfied (tab. 21b). Considering that all the indices show good factor loadings, they were combined
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using the same process carried out with the OTO index. This procedure has generated an index called
“Openness to Cultural Diversity” (OCD).

To make the OCD interpretation easier, its scores were converted to a scale from 0 to 100. As for
the OTO index, findings suggest a good level of openness to cultural diversity as the mean score is
63.4, with a standard deviation value around 19 that suggests a certain heterogeneity in the sample:
while some students are more open towards cultural diversity, others may find it more difficult to relate
to. And it is the latter students that the innovative actions implemented by the REACT project through
critical thinking can help to develop or improve those skills that will help them to accept and to respect

cultural differences.

S. Discussion

Our findings indicate that most of the secondary school students in this study show a generally
positive attitude toward cultural diversity, particularly in scenarios they recognize from their school
settings (for instance, incidents involving bullying or marginalization). This supports previous research
suggesting that adolescents can demonstrate empathy and openness when they have direct or close

experiences with cultural differences (Allport, 1964; Barrett, 2018).

5.1. Students’ Perceptions of Cultural Diversity

The results show that the secondary students who participated in the survey are beginning to
develop certain essential competencies for intercultural competence, notably respect for others and
empathy toward the “multicultural other” (Nussbaum, 2012). This is particularly evident in their
responses to the scenario “The Boy in Front of the Supermarket,” in which most students expressed
compassion for a marginalized individual, and in their strong reactions to bullying in the scenario “A
Different Girl?,” where almost all respondents rejected discriminatory behavior—this time based on
sexual orientation rather than cultural differences—revealing a broader understanding of diversity. The
use of critical incidents to gather feelings, impressions, and potential reactions from students is related
to the experiential development required to foster intercultural competence (cognitive, behavioral, and
psychological) (Deardorff, 2006 & 2009; Sierra-Huedo & Foucart, 2022).

The presence of empathy and respect among participants is also evident in their answers to the
survey’s final section, “Myself, Others, the World,” in which over 70% of students claim that they
always try to put themselves in others’ shoes and that they know how their friends feel without being
told. Here, participants demonstrate a certain degree of observation and reflection toward “the other”
and the world, which is key to the development of intercultural competence and to mitigating
stereotypes and prejudices (Bennett, 2013; Byram, 1997). It is important to understand that these

experiences are probably the beginning of their intercultural encounters and that, if positive, they
14



represent the first step in the ongoing future development of intercultural competence throughout their
lives (Bennett, 1993).

Paul and Elder’s (2014) framework of critical thinking is also relevant in analysing responses
such as those to the critical incident “Does a Veil Make a Difference?” where the diversity of student
responses highlights the complexity they face when engaging critically with situations that could
conflict with social norms or their previous beliefs. The implied confusion in these varied responses
suggests the need to focus more explicitly on developing students’ ability to objectively analyse and
evaluate information, through more nuanced discussions and deeper reflection. This is reinforced by
the apparent contradictions in the final section of the survey, in which 76.4% said they were enthusiastic
about learning more about other cultures, yet only 52.4% indicated that learning about the social and
environmental problems of the world involved them emotionally. The presence of these mixed
responses suggests that, although it seems students possess a basic level of intercultural competence,
their understanding may be superficial, and therefore there remains a need for intercultural learning
interventions specifically aimed at addressing cultural tensions and misunderstandings (Paige & Vande
Berg, 2012). Gay (2018), in his work on culturally responsive teaching, proposes integrating students’

cultural backgrounds into the learning process to make it more effective.

5.2. Experience in School Regarding Cultural Diversity and Its Role in Fostering Cultural
Understanding

Results show that schools are particularly influential settings in shaping and modifying students’
perceptions. In several of our scenarios, tolerance and inclusion were more evident in contexts more
specifically related to the school community, for example, bullying. Students appear to recognize the
school’s role in creating a respectful environment with their support of statements such as “It’s not right
to make fun of someone just because they have a different orientation or background.” This finding is
supported by research indicating that school climate, especially when it promotes inclusion and open
dialogue, is a solid predictor of acceptance of diversity (Schachner et al., 2021). Moreover, teachers’
attitudes and approaches can make a substantial difference in reinforcing students’ openness or,
conversely, leaving them with underdeveloped or negative attitudes (Gay, 2018).

Intercultural competence and critical thinking require the capacity to consider multiple
perspectives and analyze preconceived ideas (Bennett, 2013; Ennis, 2011). When planning intercultural
interventions in the classroom, one recommendation is to use scenarios with which students can
identify. After analysing these scenarios, it is useful to help students reflect on their own experiences
in similar circumstances (Barrett, 2018). Observation and reflection foster the ability to critically assess
cultural events and/or practices, as well as cultural narratives, thereby enhancing students’ ability to

interact effectively in intercultural and diverse contexts. Critical observation and reflection encourage
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students to open and shift their perspectives, as well as to adapt to new circumstances—essential
components in developing intercultural competence (Bennett, 2013). They also strengthen the capacity
to analyse and reflect on certain evidence, which is fundamental for the formation of critical thinking
(Byram, 1997; Fantini, 2009). Students’ reflection on their responses to scenarios and their own
experience in similar situations is also related to the process of modification of prejudices and
stereotypes into generalizations.

Students’ most positive attitudes toward cultural diversity appear in the critical incidents that
reflect everyday life, experiences they may already have encountered firsthand at school. This
underscores the importance of an inclusive and supportive school environment, as noted by Schachner
et al. (2019, 2021), which promotes optimal learning conditions and a sense of belonging for both
immigrant and non-immigrant students.

Our findings confirm the key role of schools in the fostering of intercultural competence. Schools
can help students to progress from superficial acceptance towards a deeper understanding of cultural
diversity by means of structured learning activities such as guided discussions of critical incidents,
class debates, exchange programs or multicultural projects. It has long been argued, Bennett (1993)
and Byram (1997), that intercultural competence does not occur naturally but must be intentionally and
systematically taught and reflected upon. This need for explicit pedagogy that aims to foster empathetic
dialogue, critical analysis and the dismantling of stereotypes is made clear in participants’ confusion

over more complex cultural issues.

5.3. Possible Differences Among Countries

The five countries involved in the project, (Bulgaria, Germany, Greece, Italy, and Spain), reveal
an overall positive attitude towards cultural diversity yet there are of course nuances related to each
country’s different historical and sociocultural background.

In Greece, for example, the number of migrants and refugees arriving in the country via the
Mediterranean has given rise to the implementation of certain cultural and linguistic initiatives in
schools which, although not implemented uniformly across the country, may explain why Greek
students seem notably receptive to diversity. Montessori and RMA type approaches tend to be
implemented more at Primary school level. (Alexandropoulou, 2023).

Germany too has a long history of immigration with specific integration programs implemented
within its school system, which no doubt facilitates a more normalized view of cultural diversity.
However, there are still tensions surrounding issues like wearing the veil, and there is regional variation
(Lénder) in the adoption of Montessori and RMA approaches (Giessen, 2023).

Bulgaria’s situation is different in that integration primarily concerns the Roma community and

individuals transiting toward Western Europe. There are sporadic RMA and Montessori initiatives in
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rural areas with high dropout rates. This would seem to explain the ‘neutral’, undecided attitudes of
Bulgarian students in the face of less familiar diversity scenarios. (Tsvetkov, 2023).

Italy, however, has significant migration flows in Southern regions, and strong pedagogical
traditions incorporating the Montessori approach. In addition, the legacy of Danilo Dolci and his
maieutic workshops is especially relevant in regions such as Sicily, where pilot projects integrate RMA
with local cultural elements (Boldrini; Bracchini & Puletti, 2023). Italian students show empathy
towards marginalized groups but tend to have stereotypical views with regards to religious practices
very different from their own.

Spain experiences considerable multicultural variation in different autonomous communities.
While linguistic proximity to Latin American migrants accounts for more favorable responses, cultural
practices that students perceived as very different from their own can produce more mixed reactions.
Although a gradual introduction of Montessori and RMA methodologies is present in some public
schools, there is no uniform nationwide application. (Sierra-Huedo, 2023).

Although our study combined data from these five countries into a single aggregate sample, it is
important to consider how migration patterns, national identity and cultural heritage may mold
students’ perspectives. For instance, Germany’s more systematic approach to integration stems from a
longer history of immigration from Turkey and other regions. In contrast, Spain, Italy, and Greece, all
historically diverse countries, have experienced recent increases in migration flows, which often
generate new debates on the integration of immigrant and refugee students. Bulgaria faces somewhat
different and specific challenges relating to minority groups and transit migration to Western Europe.

In some schools, students’ positive attitudes may simply reflect that teachers have addressed these
issues directly in some way, introducing lessons on tolerance or implementing peer-mentoring
programs, for example. However, a lack of direct experience with specific cultural or religious groups
may account for a more superficial acceptance based on a limited understanding of deeper cultural
traditions. Future studies comparing quantitative results across countries (and regions within each
country) could, for example, explore whether Spanish students show greater empathy toward Latin

American migrants due to linguistic and historical ties, or whether German students’ attitudes toward
Muslim practices differ from those of other countries because of local or national integration policies.

All in all, national identity and cultural heritage clearly influence students’ responses to diversity.
Countries such as Germany with a lengthy history of immigration tend to show higher levels of
familiarity with diversity, while countries with unique pedagogical traditions such as Italy or Bulgaria,
or more recent migration flows (Greece and Spain) show more heterogeneous responses. Each context
provides distinct and unique insights: Bulgaria’s experience with the Roma population, or Germany’s

historically embedded integration of diverse groups, for example.
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In conclusion, although secondary students generally display empathy and openness toward
cultural diversity, their intercultural competencies call for more guided development, particularly in
areas that challenge preconceived notions, so that they can better appreciate the complexity of our
globalized world. Additional intercultural learning interventions are needed in secondary education to
train young people in the formation and deconstruction of stereotypes and prejudices. As previously
noted, community-wide and school-wide support is also vital for the success of educational programs
intended to foster a constructive attitude toward cultural diversity. Further research focusing
specifically on secondary education would help clarify how these attitudes evolve over time.
Ultimately, while our findings suggest a promising baseline of respect, empathy, and openness among
students, there remains a pressing need to ensure they have the necessary conceptual tools, experiential

opportunities, and supportive environments to thrive in an increasingly diverse society.

6. Conclusions

This study shows both the promise and the complexity of secondary school students’ perceptions
of cultural diversity in five European countries (Bulgaria, Germany, Greece, Italy, and Spain).
Quantitative findings reveal consistent empathy toward individuals from marginalized backgrounds
and an openness to cultural differences in familiar or school-based scenarios. On the other hand,
scenarios involving more sensitive issues or issues far removed from students’ direct experience elicit
more mixed or contradictory reactions. This would suggest that acceptance may often be superficial
and coexist with deeper uncertainties.

A key finding is the important role of school environments in fostering, or for that matter
inhibiting, intercultural competence. Student responses were most unequivocally empathetic in
situations directly connected to classroom life. This would seem to imply that educational intercultural
interventions, if linked to real-life context, can effectively reduce prejudice and foster mutual
understanding. However, our results also show that not all schools have the same capacity, resources
or perhaps inclination to address cultural complexity, particularly in those areas involving controversial
or less familiar customs. Thus, differing levels of exposure and teacher training may perpetuate
inconsistent attitudes both between and within countries.

There are several issues to be resolved. First, the range of responses signals that although basic
empathy may be present, deeper understanding of cultural differences and the structural inequities
behind them remains limited. Second, longitudinal changes such as whether attitudes and intercultural
competencies evolve over time, or whether specific interventions like the Reciprocal Maieutic
Approach (RMA) in the REACT project may aftfect this evolution, have yet to be studied. Third, while

our data offers a cross-national perspective, further qualitative work is required to make sense of
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students’ contradictory views, especially in the case of tension between personal beliefs and broader
societal norms.

These findings point to future research priorities. First, longitudinal studies could show if and
how students’ cultural perspectives change as they progress through secondary school, especially when
exposed to structured intercultural programs. Second, comparative analyses within each country, for
example in schools with or without intercultural curricula or differences between urban and rural
schools, could help to define circumstances in which diversity is most effectively embraced. Third,
mixed-method approaches involving focus groups, surveys and classroom observation would provide
insights into students’ ambivalent responses to questions relating to religion and gender differences.
Finally, there is a need to continue developing and evaluating pedagogical approaches such as RMA
and other culturally responsive educational interventions to identify the most effective strategies for
fostering in adolescents the critical thinking skills and intercultural competences essential for today’s
diverse societies.

In conclusion, while our data uncovers promising levels of empathy and openness among
secondary students, it also reveals areas that require attention from educators, policymakers, and
researchers. Schools need to integrate structured intercultural learning initiatives with an emphasis on
critical thinking into the curricula to enable students to navigate the complexities of cultural diversity
in greater depth and with greater confidence.

These initiatives will of course require ongoing institutional support and research into which
interventions are most successful, steps that must be taken to ensure that the next generation is more

prepared to thrive in an interconnected, globalized and pluralistic world.
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