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The autobiographical experience as a tool for intercultural awareness  

in a teacher training

“To be a person is to have a story. 
   More than that is to be a story” 

           (Kenyon & Randall, 1997)

What the need for an educational workshop for discriminations? 

“In 1979 after I had tried for a third time to pass the entry exams for the University – at that time I wanted to study medicine – I applied to the University of Liege in Belgium. I was immediately accepted there, without any exams, in the Dental School. I decided to go. So, during summer, in August, my mother and I went to Belgium to find for myself a place to stay. I wanted to find a place as soon as possible so that I did not have such sort of problems when the classes started. I started looking for a place but, shortly afterwards, what I was looking at, shocked, were the signs in most available apartments: “Studios are rented to students. Coloured, Greeks and Turks are not accepted”. When I first read it, I could not believe it. It was fine not to accept Coloured and Turks, but why they did not want Greeks? Why they were putting us in the same basket with Coloured and Turks? I could not live with this!”.

The above text is an abstract from a narrative by K, a nursery teacher, who participated in a workshop entitled “Who against whom discriminates?”. This query, also extracted from a trainee’s narrative, constituted the basic axis of the workshop, since it was discovered that many nursery teachers had difficulty in distinguishing and analyzing their beliefs and attitudes related to the reproduction of stereotypes, prejudices and discriminations, both in general and in precise, in issues of ethnic-cultural differences.  

The workshop constituted integral part of the course “The intercultural dimension in education” which is delivered since 1995 and up to now in the Athens Kindergarten Teachers’ Training College. The latter is an in-service training for nursery teachers, scientifically supervised by the Department of Early Childhood Education of the University of Athens. 

Many relevant researches (Wright, 1992, Bender-Szymanski, 2000) have placed emphasis on discriminations that many educators show against ethnically-culturally different students, with respect to their family and social environment. Research has also showed that students’ different ethnic-cultural origin influences many educators. These educators adopt an ethnocentric attitude in order to assimilate the “Other” students into the dominant group. Although the assimilating approach has been proved unsuccessful since 1970’s (Τroyna, 1992, Banks, 1995), a major part of educators still disapprove school class heterogeneity, discriminate against ethnically culturally different students and seek the ‘ideal’ class which, according to them, is the homogenous one.

The myth of a homogeneous school class is commonly shared by Greek educators too. Serving a strictly ethnic-cultural educational system which, from its constitution until recently, had as primary aim the greater possible ethnic and cultural homogeneity, many Greek educators underline their role as self-appointed guardians of Greek culture (Friderikou and Folerou, 1991, Inglessi, 1997) and focus  their teaching on promoting the official Greek identity. Although Greek educators when they discuss about heterogeneity are ambivalent and show signs of accommodating heterogeneity in class, ethnocentrism, xenophobia and defense of homogeneity remain basic characteristics of their beliefs (Frankoudaki and Dragona, ed, 1997). 
The above-mentioned characteristics are in sharp contrast with the features of the modern school classes, which in majority are multicultural. The ethnic-cultural pluralism seems to gradually become a basic feature of the Greek school classes as well, since according to official data from the Ministry of Education, the number of foreign students in the Greek schools exceeds 10% out of the total of students, while there are schools where the ethnically-culturally different students are the majority.  

Towards this new reality many Greek educators, without essential basic education and necessary training, adopt prejudiced and stereotypic attitudes and discriminate systematically against ethnically-culturally different students. 

The workshop “Who discriminates against whom?”

The fundamental aim of the workshop “Who discriminates against whom?” is to awaken the nursery teachers’ sensitivity to issues of discriminations related to the ethnic-cultural Otherness as well as to other dimensions of Otherness. The workshop is interested in motivating the trainees to examine discriminations they have experienced but also the ones they have showed, to think over and analyze the factors that cause and reproduce them, to explore the stereotypes and the prejudices that stem from these discriminations and, finally, to relate them to the impact on the life of people subjected to discriminations. The identification, the elaboration and the analysis of the discriminations by the educators is likely to lead to positive changes in their beliefs and attitudes towards Otherness and entail the development of multicultural awareness and empathy.

The basic technique used in the workshop in order for the above aims to be achieved is the narrative, the record and the analysis of personal accounts and life stories related to discriminations. This technique is greatly benefited from group interaction, a procedure with important contribution to a smooth fainting of prejudices and stereotypes (Pettigrew & Tropp, 1999).  

Many researchers highlight the effectiveness of using the narratives in adult learning, since they assist the trainees to see “themselves” through the eyes of the “Other” (Usher, Bryant & Johnston, 1997).  Blur at first, this way of seeing things is becoming much clearer when it is filtered through the continuous narratives and the reflective thinking over their content. Neuhauser (1993) explains that the effectiveness of narratives as educational tools is based on their three basic features: they are believable, easy to remember and amusing. Bruner (1986) contends that personal accounts contribute to learning, highlighting their efficiency at developing two different learning landscapes, i.e. the landscape of action and the landscape of consciousness. 

The narratives have been successfully used in lifelong learning for educators (ΜcEwan & Egan, 1995).  Autobiographical experience and life stories are of the most significant axes in educational programmes that challenge prejudices and discriminations and awaken both educators and students’ sensitivity. Moreover, programmes aiming at overcoming conflicts and developing empathy use life stories as a basic educational tool. A characteristic example is the use of narratives and life stories in intercultural educational programmes and in programmes for the preservation of peace, with Palestinian and Israeli students and educators (Unesco, 2003, Magos, 2003).  

The levels of the workshop

The workshop “Who discriminates against whom?” is structured around three levels, each of which involves fairly three two-hour meetings with the nursery teachers who participate in the training. Thus, the total duration of the workshop is approximately 18 – 20 hours. 

First level and initiation

In the first level the trainees respond to an apt and powerful stimulus, which focuses on a prejudiced attitude related to one or more discriminations. This stimulus can derive from the trainee’s personal experience, from reading an article or a literary text, from reportage or from the news, or even from watching a relevant film. The stimulus creates to the trainees many and different thoughts and feelings, which they exchange, divided into groups of 5-6 persons. Later, after a general thinking has emerged and an atmosphere of mutual communication and interaction in small groups has been created, the trainer asks the trainees to narrate in their group a personal experience related to discriminations they have undergone or they have showed. The above instruction usually results in some moments of silence and hesitation, which, however, they soon overcome. A member of each group starts telling her/his story which concerns a discrimination s/he has experienced. Then after the first narrative, the rest trainees of each group follow with their accounts. 

During these three years that the workshop takes place it has been observed that in this phase all trainees narrate discriminations they have experienced and nobody a discrimination they have showed, although the trainer’s instruction is clear, systematic and repeated. The explanations the trainees provide for this fact are either very simple, such as “I could not think of something” or “Can I be prejudiced?”, or more considered ones, such as “it is easier to be the victim than to be the killer”.   

The difficulty in identifying the discriminations one shows, in contrast to the discriminations s/he experiences has been highlighted in relevant research. Thus, one of the main objectives in the workshop was to place emphasis on this difficulty and this was approached with the use of personal stories. 

In order for the trainees to narrate their story, they have at their disposal all the necessary time. Respective to the trainee’s personality some narratives are concise and strict in terms of style and content and last for a few minutes, while some others are rich and analytic and can last much longer. After the end of narrating their personal stories and autobiographical experiences, the members of each group are also provided with ample time to discuss about what they have heard and to describe what they felt. This process is a typical group interaction (Jaques, 2004). When this phase is finished, a representative of each group announces to the members of the other groups the context and the type of discriminations their group had discussed. The majority of discriminations mentioned are evoked from the trainees’ childhood or their school life. Less are the discriminations mentioned which are related to their adult personal or family life. With regard to the type of discriminations, most of them are related to issues such as the social-economical status of their family, the gender, the origin, the dialect, the school performance but also body characteristics such as the height and the weight and daily habits and needs. Responsible for these discriminations, in most cases, is an educator from the trainees’ school life, a classmate or a classmate’s parent, a distant relative and in very few cases their father or mother.

The association of a great number of discriminations with the school environment stems from the trainees’ present job and their role as nursery teachers and to the secure distance between the age they experienced the discrimination and their current age. This distance states indirectly to the rest listeners that the subjects to the discrimination are now fairly remote from emotional or other consequences. After all, the fact that they evaded mentioning a member of their close family environment as responsible for discriminations works as a security net for the trainees since it minimizes all the possible consequences of their being exposed.

At the end of this first level of the workshop, the trainer, whose role is to adjust the workshop to the trainees’ personal development and facilitate the procedures (Courau, 2000), prompts the trainees to record their narratives after the workshop. It is also made specific that the record can be named or unnamed as well as that this record will support the next phases of the workshop. Keeping record of autobiographical experiences, like oral narratives, is a functional educational tool which has also been successfully used in lifelong learning education for teachers (MacLeod & Cowieson, 2001).  Most of the trainees respond to the trainer’s instruction and hand their written accounts, which are in the vast majority named. It is worth mentioning that trainees who orally narrated short and concise stories frequently hand analytic accounts in many pages. 

Second level and research
The second level of the workshop is concerned with the analytical approach to issues related to the creation, reproduction and the general effect of stereotypes, prejudices and discriminations. Issues such as xenophobia, ethnocentrism, racism and their impact on dealing with ethnic-cultural differences are approached both in theory and in practice with the use of specific examples and case studies. The trainees study, discuss and analyze academic articles which deal with such issues working in small groups. This familiarizing process takes advantage of various techniques for adult learning, such as the research, the discussion, the brief presentation, brainstorming and team work.  The whole training is based on the benefits of using both the educators’ rich experience and the principles of active learning (Rogers, 1999).

Third level and reflective thinking

The third and final level involves reflective thinking. The trainees, working in the same groups as before, start reflecting on their initial narratives or on the respective written autobiographical accounts. Equipped since the second level with a more solid theoretical background and having developed a clear thinking, they are now efficient to approach their narratives from a different perspective, to elaborate and analyze them. They can identify hidden outlasting prejudices and stereotypes, they can focus on their fears that the contact with the different “Other” might cause, they can distinguish dimensions of their narratives that they could not discern at first and they can shed light on details that were not initially noticeable. Usually during the phase of reflective thinking the trainees come up with new narratives and life stories, which keep the basic axes of their initial stories, yet do not stay in a superficial descriptive level, but go deeper and are analyzed more thoroughly. This more advanced level is greatly benefited from group interaction. The members of each group, with their own self-references, the questions and the comments they express, seem to become a “magical mirror” which reflects points and dimensions of each story that the narrator herself has not discovered until that moment. 

Thus, the nursery teacher K, a part of whose narrative introduced this paper, commented, among other things, while reflecting on the discrimination she had experienced at the first level of the workshop: “I could see the discrimination against foreigners by some Belgian landlords, but I could not discern my discrimination against the others: Coloured and Turks. I had told you how much I was annoyed by being in the same category with them. It was a discrimination I was showing, well hidden in the discrimination some others were making. Like these Russian dolls, babushkas. I could only see the first doll; I did not observe it was hollow. I did not see the line that split it into two. If I had seen it, I would have opened it and then I would have seen the rest dolls, the rest discriminations. My discriminations were carefully hiding in there”.

The last phase in this level of the workshop prompts the trainees to narrate and analyze a discrimination they have showed against someone. For them at this phase it is easier to respond since they have worked enough both in theoretical and in practical level. In the beginning, most find shelter in narrating positive discriminations. The discriminations they refer to usually mirror a particularly positive attitude as educators towards one of their pupils, hence their unequal attitude towards the other pupils. However their narrations soon bring forward other types of discrimination. A great part of them involves negative views and attitude towards people of different ethnic-cultural origin. Pupils and parents who are immigrants, especially those of Albanian background, but also Gypsies and Muslims as a wider religious group are more frequently subjected to discriminations that the trainees narrate. These discriminations take place mainly in the school area, which is also the trainees’ job environment, but also in their neighbourhood or in some visiting places. 

At this level, the trainer is also invited to narrate his experiences reflecting on his discriminations and presenting his way of thinking through discriminations in general. This reflective thinking is very much influenced but also influential in the trainees’ reflective thinking, creating a communicational atmosphere where the roles “trainer-trainees” are not so discernible any more. The trainer frequently becomes part of the group, seeks and, of course, always reveals his own prejudices, fears and stereotypic reactions. According to Inglessi (2004), the participation in training groups for teachers covering issues of dealing with Otherness is a valuable experience for the trainer as well, since through reflective thinking he is led to decisive changes in previous beliefs and attitudes. Basic condition is the creation of an educational atmosphere which supports the mutual confidence and the substantial communication between trainees and the trainer. The development of a communicational environment is highlighted by many researchers who consider the quality of the relationship between the trainer and the trainees a fundamental point. Goodson (1995), with regard to lifelong learning for educators, condemns the emphasis placed on matters of teaching and pedagogical approaches and proposes the broadening of the aims and the methods to more challenging dimensions for the educator to explore his daily life. 

Difficulties

The atmosphere of mutual understanding and communication between the trainees and the trainer remains the greatest anxiety and difficulty for the trainer each year the workshop takes place. The fact that the trainees have only taken part in traditional trainings and educational programmes conflicts with their participation in active learning, which is required in the workshop but also in the relevant course. As expected, some trainees restrain themselves from telling their personal experience about discriminations and their prejudiced attitude. The fear for consequences of their being exposed to others is natural, expected and is a common feature of relevant workshops and experiential training (Dragonas et al, 1999). The suitable management of the situation by the trainer, but also the availability of ample time for introducing themselves to others, communicate and interact are basic conditions for overcoming these constraints. 

The time is an additional difficulty in this particular workshop, since its duration is short if related to the variety and the plurality of the issues explored. Apart from the duration, some more difficulties are caused by the place, where the workshop is held, as well as by the large number of the participants. The cold academic rooms do not support a relaxing condition for the trainees to narrate their personal stories. After all, the total number of the participants is almost thirty educators per time, i.e. a large number, and despite the fact that 5-6 smaller groups work in parallel, a substantial communication and exchange is not very much facilitated. 

Conclusions
Despite the difficulties described above, the final acknowledgement and analysis of discriminations the trainees have showed, something they could not do in the first level of the workshop, can be considered as a clue that reveals the learning process that took place. This process followed the spiral development of learning, as described by Kolb (1984). Starting point was the trainees’ specific experiences. These experiences became the subject of their reflective thinking, since the trainees first participated in active teaching approaches. The trainees’ reflective thinking led to a conscious attitude which made their observations more general and theoretically firm. These generalized observations will now lead to new active experimentations, which, in turn, will create new experiences and which will entail new reflective thinking continuing this spiral development of the experience and learning. 

Through this reflective thinking the nursery teachers who participated in the workshop worked on self-referentiality and self-awareness (Inglessi, 2001) which are basic tools for the analysis of the social reality. At the same time they develop a “hermeneutical approach” (Carr and Kemmis, 2002) of their experience and of their professional role, which helps them to orientate themselves towards innovative ways of dealing with ethnic-cultural differences in the school classroom, compatible with the principles and the values of the intercultural dimension in education.   

    
The adoption of the above ways of dealing with ethnic-cultural differences is an important step for the educators’ personal and professional development (Day, 2003). According to Carr & Kemmis (2002) the final aim should be the development of an “emancipated or critical attitude” towards their role and the role of education in the modern society. It is obvious that the development by the educators of such an attitude is a difficult task which requires long-lasting, systematic and effective efforts (Ιnglessi, 1996, Dragonas, 2004).  The use of the oral or written autobiographical accounts can be a valuable tool for putting this task in practice. One of the participants wrote in the workshop assessment, illustrating the process: “Our narratives were like a train. We started as passengers in the last wagon and we gradually found ourselves driving it”. 

References

Αltrichter, H., Posch, P. and Somekh, B. (2001). Teachers investigate their work. An introduction to the methods of action-research, Athens: Metaihmio.

Banks, J. (1995). Multicultural Education: Historical Development, Dimensions and Practice. In Banks, J. and Banks, C. (Eds), Handbook of Research on Multicultural Education, New York: Mackmillan Publishing.

Bender-Szymanski, D. (2000). «Learning through Cultural Conflict? A longitudinal analysis of German teachers’ strategies for coping with cultural diversity at school», European Journal of Teachers Education, 23,3, 229-250.

Bruner, J. (1986). Actual Minds, Possible Worlds, Cambridge: Harvard University Press.

Carr, W. and Kemmis, S. (2002). For a critical educational theory. Education, knowledge and action-research,  Athens: Kodikas.

Courau, S. (2000). The basic tools of adult trainer, Athens: Metaihmio..

Day, C. (2003). The Development of Teachers, Athens: Typothito – G. Dardanos.

Dragonas, Th., Androussou, A., Petroyiannis,  K. & Inglessi, Ch. (1999), «Έvaluation d’ une formation sur le terrain dans le domaine de l’ education interculturelle», Carrefours de l’ education, 8, 56-83.

Dragonas, T. (2004). «Negotiation of  identities: The Muslim Minority in Western Thrace»,  New Perspectives on Turkey, 30, 1-24.

Frangoudaki, A. & Dragonas, T. (Eds) (1997). «“What Is Our Country?”: Ethnocentrism in Education», Athens: Alexandreia.

Freiderikou, A. & Folerou, F. (1991). The Primary School Teachers, Athens: Ypsilon.
Goodson, I. (1995). The development of teachers and the didactic competence». In Hargreaves, A. and Fullan, M. (Eds), The Development of  Teachers, Athens: Patakis.

Ιnglessi, C. (1996). And then she sang a turkish song: In-Service Teachers’ Training on Intercultural Education. In Dragonas, T. ,Frangoudaki, A. & Inglessi C (Eds) Beyond One’s Own Backyard: Intercultural Teacher Education in Europe, Athens: Nissos.

Inglessi, C. (2001). Methods and Subjectivities. In Inglessi C. (Ed.)  The reflection  thinking in the feministic research, Athens: Odysseas.

Inglessi, C. (2004). Doing work with immigrants: the implications of self-reflexivity on caring professionals. In Inglessi, C., Lyberaki, A., Vermeulen, H. &  Wijngaarden, G. (Eds), Immigration and Integration in Northern versus Southern Europe, Athens: Netherlands Institute in Athens.

Jaques, D. (2004). Learning in Groups, Athens: Metaihmio.

Kenyon, G.M. & Randall, W.L. (1997). Restorying our lives: Personal Growth through autobiographical reflection, Westport CT: Praeger.

MacLeod, D.M. & Cowieson, A.R.  «Discovering Credit Where Credit Is Due: Using Autobiographical Writing as a Tool for Voicing Growth», Teachers and Teaching, 7, 3, 239 –256.

Magos, K. (2003). «The School which answers to the war»,  Gefyres, 8, 34-36 & 53 –59.

McEwan, H. & Egan, K. (1995). Narrative in Teaching, Learning and Research, New York: Teachers College Press.

Neuhauser, P.C. (1993). Corporate legends and lore: The power of storytelling as a management tool, New York: McGrawHill.

Pettigrew, T.F. & Tropp L. R. (1999). Does Intergroup Contanct Reduce Prejudice? Recent Meta-Analytic Findings. In  Oskamp, S. (Ed.) Reducing Prejudice and Discrimination,  New Jersey: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates

Rogers, A. (1999). Adult Education, Athens, Metaihmio.

Troyna, B. (1992). Can you see the join? An historical analysis of multicultural and antiracist education policies. Ιn Gill, D., Mayor, B. and Blair, M. (Eds), Racism and Education. Structures and Strategies, London: Sage.

Unesco (2003). Unesco Conference on Intercultural Education, Unesco.
Usher, R.,  Bryant, I. &   Johnston, R. (1997). Adult Education and the Postmodern Challenge. Learning beyond the Limits. London: Routledge 
Wright, C. (1992). Early education: multiracial primary school classrooms. In Gill, D., Mayor, B. and Blair, M. (Eds), Racism and Education. Structures and Strategies, London: Sage.

