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I plan to address the workshop theme “Intercultural Citizenship Education – New Perspectives for
Learning at Schools” by sharing with the Lisbon audience one of the two different approaches that I have
preferably enacted in teaching intercultural education to out-of-school educators, professionals working
in the public sector (mostly in the national health system), cultural mediators and future teachers. Both
approaches provide teachers, educators and young people in school with important educational
opportunities that will hopefully implement the intercultural perspective, their right to citizenship and
realize equity in the classrooms.
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On this slide, the first approach is the cooperative learning strategy that the late Elizabeth Cohen called
“Complex Instruction” and, though developed in the United States, it has been considered as an effective
way to achieve intercultural education and citizenship aims (Batelaan and Van Hoof, 1996; Batelaan ed.,
1998; Gobbo, 2000).

As I recently wrote, “societies have become aware not only of the historical changes that result from the
dislocation/relocation of individuals and families as consequence of worldwide disparities in the quality of
life, work opportunities and possibility of survival, but also of the urgent need to answer the new
conditions effectively and creatively. Italy is no exception to these processes of mobility and change:
they have affected its demography and work sectors, and induced a new sense of social responsibility
among a sizable part of its population. The fact that legal immigrants now account for 4.5 percent of the
total population indicates that a significant turn in the overall social composition and identity of the
country has already taken place, and that the unforeseen event (the passage from a country of
emigration to one of immigration) has become an everyday reality. This does not mean that the transition
has been, or is, smooth, as the news too often reminds us. However, the discourse of intercultural
education has played an important role in pointing out, reducing and preventing prejudicial attitudes
towards the newly arrived pupils, and in assigning a publicly positive meaning to diversity that, though
always a component of Italian society in terms of linguistic, religious, ethnic and class differences, was
until recently mostly relevant within the private realm, and usually ignored or discounted in the public one
such as the education system (Gobbo, 2003, 2004, 2066, 2007a). On their part, Italian schools and
teachers have looked for, and promoted, educational approaches capable of responding to increasingly
heterogeneous classrooms through the recognition and valorisation of differences” (Gobbo, 2007b, in
press).

I also added that since intercultural education approaches “require ad hoc in-service training programs,
in the last twenty years many local administrations have founded, and supported, Intercultural Centres
whose aim is to provide teachers with the much needed intercultural knowledge and skills through
courses on the immigrants’ cultures and religions and an array of didactic projects as well as festive
encounters between schools and immigrant families, or between the latter and the local population. Two
years ago the Bologna Intercultural Centre invited me to give a course on Elizabeth Cohen’s own version
of cooperative learning, known as Complex instruction (Cohen, 1994; Cohen and Lotan, 1997; see also
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Lotan, 2003, 2006a, 2006b). I accepted eagerly since introducing teachers to Complex Instruction gave
me the opportunity to aptly complement the celebration of diversity with the recognition that when the
same is connected with low social status, it is too often negatively perceived, in turn producing low
expectations towards the diverse children’s school achievement and significantly limiting peers’
interaction with the latter even in group work” (Gobbo, 2007b, in press).

The Bologna course was very successful (Gobbo, Traversi, Augelli, 2005) and at the end of it a limited
number of participants decided to continue on their own (at first with my supervision, and now with that of
University of Turin’s doctoral student Isabella Pescarmona) and develop their own didactic units.
However, before I go on narrating the teachers’ investment into Complex Instruction and the interesting
results, I wish to present the theoretical foundations on which this cooperative learning strategy is based.
The latter recognizes that today cooperative learning has become a rather popular way to make pupils of
different backgrounds work together on school tasks, and hopefully solve them, by recognizing that task
completion through a collective endeavour not only maximizes the group members’ efforts but it also
offers the opportunity to appreciate the values of participation and of both personal and group
responsibility. However, when diversity is connected with low social status, it is often negatively
perceived, producing teachers’ and peers’ limited expectations of low status children’s achievement and
inhibiting peers’ interaction with them even in group work. Complex Instruction is intended for the
heterogeneous classrooms of today and it is explicitly aimed to attain equity in education by changing
teachers’ and peers’ expectations towards pupils of low status.
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Therefore Complex Instruction addresses those classroom aspects (classroom tasks, role of students
and teachers, patterns of interaction among students and between students and teachers) that are often
responsible for students’ failure in traditional classroom work.
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Cohen’s sociological analysis of the social system of heterogeneous classrooms acknowledges that the
changes taking place inside them (as a consequence of enrolment of more and more pupils and
students of immigrant, minority and low-income households) are a potential source of strength and
richness for the life of the schools, as long as teachers can capitalise on the multicultural resources
represented by those pupils and students.

However, Cohen’s sociological analysis reminds us that our societies are characterized both by diversity
and by social and economic stratification.
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While outside the schools, the pupils’ and students’ cultural, ethnic, linguistic, religious differences often
translate into inequality of opportunities and low social status, inside the classrooms, the same
differences can be at the roots of students’ low academic performance and low standing among their
peers.
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Remindful of the theory and findings presented in Pygmalion in the Classroom by Rosenthal and
Jackbson, Cohen posited that

In fact, equitable classrooms cannot be achieved
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Therefore,

As the next slide shows vividly, the kind of interpersonal interaction that takes place produces inequitable
classrooms:
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This awareness generates the following question and a course of educational innovative action:

Complex Instruction aims
(1) to activate abilities/intelligences for learning tasks,
(2) to attribute competence to low status students.

Complex Instruction’s intercultural dimension has been recognized since it works with students’
different cultural, linguistic and cognitive abilities as resources for the learning achieved when every
student participates equally in group work.
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However,
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Which brings us to point (2, p.8 of this presentation), namely that teachers, once they have become
aware of the status problems among their students, are ready to treat it specifically when it surfaces
during group work so that every student can fully participate in it and interact with her/his peers.
Conversation, discussion and valuable multiple ability contributions toward accomplishing the
cooperative learning tasks increase both the learning and the status of individual pupils and students, as
well as that of the class as a whole.

The teacher’s responsibility for making students interact among themselves is best expressed in the
delegation of authority to groups.
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In a condition of learning autonomy, students make an effort to accomplish a task by discussing different
options and hypotheses and by working together toward the completion of the tasks. Though teachers
delegate authority to the groups, they must be keen observers of the interaction within groups so as to
intervene quickly and effectively if status problems arise to block interaction and work. Teachers’ specific
and detailed feedback is also necessary in order to make groups
accountable for what they did (or did not do) and for the way they worked.
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The course I taught at the Bologna Intercultural Center was characterized by its constant linking between
theory and educational practice: teachers attending the course listened to the theory presentation but
also they experimented Complex Instruction by working both with the units developed at Stanford
University by Elizabeth Cohen and Rachel Lotan and with those created by the Comenius project led by
Pieter Batelaan and tried in nine different European countries between 1997 and 1998. In the end, the
various group activities, the observation, feedback and further discussion on interactive dynamics within
group work, always accompanied by my care for a balance between theory and practice, made
participants not only familiar with this strategy in cooperative learning but also made some of them eager
to plan some original didactic units in Complex Instruction and to try them in their own heterogeneous
classrooms. Each unit so far developed (but more are under construction) is centred around a different
“big idea” (see next slide), namely

(1) awareness that in societies there are different points of view – this idea leads to an appreciation
of different perceptions and to place one’s own beliefs into perspective, therefore assigning a
positive connotation to diversity and hopefully contributing to conflict management;

(2) awareness that misunderstanding can result from the intention to communicate – this idea leads,
among other goals, to examine the relationship between meanings and non verbal
communication in different cultures.
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Teachers in Bologna followed these steps:

Of course, each unit developed by the Bologna teachers is based on multiple abilities so that each child
can contribute to task completion according to his/her own ability.
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Cohen had indicated how research conducted in classrooms where Complex Instruction units had been
tested showed that
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Those results, that can be found in the empirical research conducted by Cohen and associates, made
the Stanford sociologist of education suggest that Complex Instruction could fruitfully become part of the
classroom educational activities.

The pupils of the five schools were the units were tested did not always have an easy time learning to
learn together (nor did the teachers find it easy to learn to stand back and let the pupils grapple with the
task and relational problems). However, in trying to reach the goal cooperatively, they certainly learned
to listen to each other, to debate a suggestion or an idea with group members, as well as to give and to
accept constructive criticism from them, to help each other finalize the project in the best manner, and to
realize that there are many different (and often unexpected) intelligent ways to achieve a satisfactory
result. In the end, what matters from an intercultural educational point of view are both the product (even
when the goal is not achieved successfully) and the process, both the difficulties met along the latter and
the capacity to overcome them as indicated by the task completion.
By way of conclusion, I would like to underline that the approach I present here, precisely because it is
aimed at realizing equity among pupils by giving each of them different opportunities,  cannot but
recognise teachers as indispensable partners in the educational innovative endeavour: in fact, I believe
that when didactic change and improvement are pursued, teachers cannot be imagined as merely
dispensers of good practices or new educational activities. Usually, most teachers, as professionals, are
eager to learn new ways that appear more effective or innovative, or that will make their own teaching
more effective and innovative. But it must be always acknowledged that their new learning takes place in
interaction with their prior theoretical knowledge about children, classrooms and educational objectives,
their prior experience with various kinds of “good practices”, their everyday ability – better, their concern
- to create appropriate conditions for pupils’ learning, all of which are supported by a deep belief in
education. From this perspectives, in every basic education or in-service course teachers are both
learners and interlocutors (or partners), and innovative educational strategies should be first tested
through teachers’ critical reflections, questions and doubts about the new proposal. Thus, if the
cooperative learning strategy called Complex Instruction is in its second year of classroom
experimentation, and if teachers continue to meet regularly, on their own free time, in order to construct
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new didactic units, it must be because Complex Instruction not only works for the children but also for
teachers who, along the in-service course specific contents, have learned many things about what I
define as culture(s) of the school (namely, values, beliefs, behaviours, rules, expectations, schedules
and manners of interactions, language and jargons, etc., that are either taken for granted or penalized
when they do not fit the cultural patterns) and about themselves. And while pupils learned to work
together in a new way, the Bologna teachers in turn learned what they liked about this kind of group work
and what was in their own past educational experience that almost certainly made them decide to invest
their own free time in constructing didactic units.

If I may quote once more my more recent work, there I pointed out that there is a need to accompany
educational innovation with a comparative perspective in order to problematise it and to avoid
transforming it “into an instructional package or recipe, to be delivered ‘just in time’. In other words, it [the
comparative perspective] was meant to raise, and possibly answer, the question if, and to what extent,
the migration of educational ideas and strategies from one social, cultural and political context to another
one should not first of all take into serious consideration how such ideas and strategies are understood
and creatively interpreted when they reach a new environment. In times of globalisation, there will be
many similarities between any two, or more, different social and educational contexts and this will in turn
provide the rationale for borrowing and/or disseminating new concepts, approaches and goals in the field
of education, in the belief that because there are common problems, there can also be common
solutions. Such diffused, modernist belief seems to ignore that changing times and conditions require
instead that we make new ideas and programs encounter and interact with the social, historical and
intellectual fabrics that they are supposed to innovate. I like to think that in this way acknowledgement of,
and respect for diversity that intercultural education promotes and sustains is given an important
additional meaning since, in the case of educational innovation, the disseminators are from the
beginning in a relation not only with institutional contexts and teaching traditions but first of all with
persons whose complex professional identity and personal history represent a challenging opportunity to
have them as partners in an  intercultural dialogue” (Gobbo, 2007b, in press).
In fact, when I interviewed the Bologna teachers shortly after the classroom experimentation, their long,
thoughtful answers about “the reasons for their personal and professional choices and investments
(including that of attending this course) make clear that they see themselves as agents rather than mere
consumers of the latest innovative educational proposal, and as active, thoughtful mediators between
their own cultural, educational, political beliefs and ideas, that are historically contextualised, and the
changing public and private realities generating new beliefs, habits and expectations” (Gobbo, 2007b, in
press).
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