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among students attending a degree course for Primary Education Teachers to highlight 
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petence and whether they are able to deal with and successfully apply the notions of 
plurilingual and intercultural competence to their teaching practices.

Keywords  Intercultural awareness. Intercultural competence. Foreign language ed-
ucation. Intercultural citizenship. Primary education.

Summary  1 Introduction. – 2 The Education System: Primary Schools in Italy. – 
2.1 Primary School Students. – 2.2 Primary School Teacher’s Education. – 3 Research 
Background. – 3.1 Data and Methods. – 3.2 Participants. – 3.3 Analysis of the Results. 
– 4 Conclusions and Implications.

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/


Annali di Ca’ Foscari. Serie occidentale e-ISSN  2499-1562
55, 2021, 117-132

118

1	 Introduction

Over the past three decades, immigration has changed the face 
of Italian Primary Schools. Initially most foreign pupils were born 
abroad and had often already started school in their own countries. 
The landscape was that of an emergency: the system was not ready 
for this new intake, and teachers were not trained for it. At the end 
of the last century various training courses were organised for teach-
ers involved in teaching Italian as a second language (to foreigners 
in Italy), and the first Master’s degree in Teaching and Promoting 
Italian Language and Culture to Foreigners was taught at Ca’ Foscari 
University of Venice in the academic year 1999/2000.

This article introduces the state of the art on primary education 
in Italy and reports the findings of an online survey, conducted in 
Italian, completed by 260 students of an Italian degree course in 
Primary Education. The survey investigated their perceptions of mul-
tilingualism, interculturalism and of their own education as future 
primary teachers. Nowadays, the majority of the so called ‘foreign’ 
students have been born in Italy, their families are integrated into 
Italian society, the landscape is no longer that of an emergency and 
the presence of students with different cultural heritages might offer 
an opportunity to train and educate the good interculturalists of to-
morrow. However, has the emergency ended? Is the system ready? 
Are primary teachers being trained for this? These are the questions 
which led to this investigation.

In the Italian school system, primary education teachers are al-
so responsible for the teaching of one or more foreign languages, 
and must be qualified at Master’s level. The Italian degree course 
in Primary Teacher Education is a single cycle degree/Combined 
Bachelor and Master’s (5 years) and has a single curriculum, with 
no division into options, that establishes the professional profile of a 
pre-school and Primary School teacher.

The increasing presence of students from different cultural herit-
ages, the generic teacher in charge of teaching all disciplines, includ-
ing foreign languages, the combined Bachelor/Master’s degree and, 
the various Primary School reforms that have been taking place in 
Italy since the 1990s, should offer a favourable environment for the 
development of innovative teaching. Furthermore, in the last thir-
ty years, the European Commission and the Council of Europe have 
published widely on issues relating to multilingualism, plurilingual-
ism, intercultural awareness, intercultural dialogue, and have spon-
sored many of the conferences, dissemination events and training 
courses that have been organised throughout the European Union.

The aim of this study is first to ascertain whether prospective 
Primary School teachers perceive themselves as being ready to take 
up the challenge and teach in multicultural classes, to develop inter-
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cultural awareness and to foster intercultural dialogue, initially in 
their classes and, subsequently, in their students’ lives as ‘good in-
terculturalists’. Secondly, to determine whether they feel confident 
with the main European guidelines on this topic and, lastly, to con-
sider their desiderata in terms of teacher training on these topics. 
This will open the path for a subsequent study on how an educational 
approach, designed to develop citizens who will become tomorrow’s 
‘good interculturalist’, could be developed. 

2	 The Education System: Primary School in Italy

Education in Italy is compulsory for ten years between the ages of 6 
and 16. This covers the whole of the first cycle of education, which 
lasts eight years (five years of Primary School and three years of 
Lower Secondary School), and the first two years of the second cycle. 

The education system is organised as follows:
•	 Pre-Primary School (scuola dell’infanzia) for children between 

3 and 6 years of age;
•	 first cycle of education lasting 8 years, made up of: (i) Primary 

School (scuola primaria), lasting for 5 years, for children be-
tween 6 and 11 years of age; (ii) Lower Secondary School (scuola 
secondaria di I grado), lasting 3 years, for adolescents between 
11 and 14 years of age;

•	 second cycle of education offering two different pathways: (i) 
State Upper Secondary School (scuola secondaria di II grado), 
lasting 5 years for students from 14 to 19 years of age. It is of-
fered by lyceums, technical institutes and vocational institutes, 
organised nationally; (ii) three and four-year vocational train-
ing courses (IFP) which are organised by the Regions;

•	 higher education offered by Universities, Polytechnics, Institutes 
of Higher Education in Art and Music (Alta Formazione Artistica 
e Musicale, AFAM) and Higher Technical Institutes (Istituti 
Tecnici Superiori, ITS).

Primary School is compulsory and lasts for a total of five years and 
is provided for pupils aged between 6 and 11. Although they are two 
completely different levels of education, each with its own specifici-
ties, Primary School and Lower Secondary School make up the first 
cycle of education, which lasts a total of eight years. According to the 
Ministero dell’istruzione, dell’università e della ricerca (MIUR) and 
INDIRE – Unità Italiana di Eurydice (2014, 21), the aim of this level 
in the education system is to provide pupils with basic education and 
the basic tools of active citizenship, and to help pupils to understand 
the meaning of their own experiences.

In Primary Schools, children are organised into groups called 
‘classes’; pupils are enrolled into class according to their age, a class 
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has a minimum of 15 and a maximum of 26-27 pupils. When a new 
student enters the system, s/he is enrolled accordingly to his/her age, 
regardless of their knowledge of the Italian language. Teachers in 
Primary Schools are generalists; the number of teachers per class 
may vary according to the different timetable models adopted. The 
school year starts on the 1st of September and ends on the 31st of 
August. Teaching activities, including end-of-term assessments, final 
assessments and examinations, as well as in-service training activ-
ities are carried out between the 1st of September and the 30th of 
June; there are 200 teaching days in a year (MIUR, INDIRE 2014, 21).

At primary level, the curriculum is defined through the National 
Guidelines for the Curriculum edited by MIUR. The purpose of prima-
ry education is to enable pupils to acquire the fundamental knowl-
edge and skills to develop basic cultural competence. According to 
the new guidelines (MIUR 2012), the general aim of school is “the 
harmonious and comprehensive development of the individual, ac-
cording to the principles of the Italian Constitution and European 
cultural tradition, to be achieved through the promotion of knowl-
edge, respect for individual diversity and the active involvement of 
students and their families” (MIUR, INDIRE 2014, 25). The reference 
for these new guidelines is the Framework for Key Competences for 
Lifelong Learning established by the European Parliament and the 
Council of the European Union through the Recommendations of 18 
December 2006. The National Guidelines for the Curriculum (MIUR 
2012) safeguard freedom in teaching and suggest some basic meth-
odological approaches, such as, taking advantage of pupils’ experi-
ences and knowledge, promoting exploration and discovery activ-
ities, encouraging cooperative learning, developing awareness of 
one’s own learning method, carrying out in-lab learning etc. (MIUR, 
INDIRE 2014, 26).

The subjects taught during the 5 years of primary school are: 
Italian, English, History, Geography, Mathematics, Science, 
Technology, Music, Art, Sports Science (also called ‘body, movement 
and sport’), Citizenship and Constitution, and Catholic religious ed-
ucation as an optional subject (alternative activities may be offered 
instead of Catholic religion). At primary level, there are no specif-
ic subject timetables; only English and Catholic religious education 
have a specific timetable: one hour of teaching for English in the first 
class, two hours in the second class, three hours in the third, fourth 
and fifth classes, amounting to a minimum compulsory total of 396 
hours throughout primary education.
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2.1	 Primary School Students

For more than two decades, the Italian school system has been fac-
ing the challenge of having to assist an increasing number of stu-
dents from other cultures to integrate into Italian culture in school 
and in society. When compared to other European countries, this 
influx of non-Italian students is a fairly recent phenomenon: in the 
school year 1983/84 there were 6,104 such students (0.06% of the 
total Italian school population), their numbers rose throughout the 
1990s, in concomitance with the accelerating flows of migrants leav-
ing Africa, Eastern Europe and Asia; in the school year 2004/05, 
there were 371,000 non-native students in Italian schools, 630,000 
in 2008/09 and in 2015/16, 814,851, 9.2% of the total school popula-
tion (MIUR 2017, 8).

The growing number of children born in Italy to immigrant fam-
ilies accounts for the fact that currently primary schools have the 
highest percentage of non-native students, even though overall 
Primary numbers are falling. In 1995/96, 47.7% of the non-native 
students in Italian schools were in this, Primary, sector; by 2006/07, 
this percentage had already fallen to 38.1% and dropped further to 
36.5% in school year 2015/16. However, the percentage of non-native 
students in Primary schools (10.6%), more than 297,000 children, is 
still higher than the percentages in Middle and Upper Secondary ed-
ucation (MIUR 2017, 10).

At the regional level the number of non-citizen students is, obvi-
ously, higher in areas where migrants are concentrated for reasons 
of work. Lombardy has the highest number of non-native students 
(203,979), almost one quarter of the entire ‘non-Italian’ school popu-
lation, while the region itself has only 15% of the total national school 
population. Conversely, the Campania Region has 12% of the total 
Italian school population but only 2.7% of these students are non-Ital-
ians. The other regions with high percentages of immigrants in their 
school systems are: Emilia Romagna (11.8%), Veneto (11.3%), Lazio 
(9.5%), Piedmont (9.3%).

In the school year 2014/15, students with non-Italian citizenship, 
but born in Italy, constituted 55.3% of the total population of students 
with non-Italian citizenship. In Primary Schools, the percentage of 
foreign students born in Italy was 84.3% and the total of new entries 
in to the education system (compared to year 2012/13) was +10.218%.

It should be remembered that students who enter the Italian (or 
any) education system for the first time have different and more ur-
gent needs than second-generation students (students who were born 
in Italy) do. Last, but not least, comes knowledge of the Italian lan-
guage: students are enrolled in a class according to their age and lev-
el of study and, if necessary, they receive welcoming, teaching and 
language support (Santagati, Ongini 2016, 32).
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With such a varied reality and students coming from different cul-
tures, the Primary School could offer a perfect laboratory to train 
the good interculturalists of tomorrow.

2.2	 Primary School Teacher’s Education

The Italian degree course in Primary Teacher Education is a single 
cycle degree/Combined Bachelor and Master’s (5 years) and has a sin-
gle curriculum, without division into options, that delineates the pro-
fessional profile of a Pre-School and Primary School teacher. Every 
year the Italian Ministry of Education establishes the number of stu-
dents who should be enrolled in such courses in those Universities 
where such courses are taught. In the academic year 2018/19, the to-
tal number of was places offered was 6,789, divided accordingly to re-
gional requests between 33 Universities (for the Veneto region, 200 
students at the University of Padua, 100 at the University of Verona).1

The pre-requisites for enrolment are a state examination second-
ary school leaving qualification (or a valid foreign qualification); ade-
quate knowledge and competences (literature, socio-historical issues, 
geography, mathematics, scientific culture, language competences 
for text comprehension and production, logic and critical thinking). 
Prior to enrolment candidates must pass an admission test.

The degree course comprises 30 exams and various training activ-
ities, subdivided into (i) basic, (ii) characterising, (iii) freely chosen 
by the students. Attendance is compulsory for some courses/labora-
tories; direct and indirect in-field training are compulsory compo-
nents of the course.

English language is a compulsory topic throughout the first 
four years: in the first year 2 ECTS (European Credit Transfer and 
Accumulation System), B1 receptive skills; in the second year 2 ECTS, 
B1 productive skills; in the third year 2 ECTS, B2 receptive skills; 
in the fourth year 4 ECTS B2 productive skills. In the fifth year the 
course unit Didactics of English as a foreign language, 2 ECTS, is held.

The European Commission/EACEA/Eurydice, Key Data on Teaching 
Languages at School in Europe – 2017 Edition, describes the main pol-
icies for teaching and learning languages in the European Union, 
with a focus on foreign languages. Here, important information on 
the different European education systems is collected, and the ini-
tial and continuing education of foreign language teachers is also 

1 Ministerial Decree of 17th of May 2018 - Places available in the degree course in 
Primary Teacher Education 2018-2019 (http://1.flcgil.stgy.it/files/pdf/20180525/
decreto-ministeriale-398-del-17-maggio-2018-posti-disponibili-scienze-del-
la-formazione-primaria-2018-2019_2.pdf).
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addressed. In Italy, the compulsory learning of a foreign language 
starts at the age of 6 and lasts 13 years, throughout the whole peri-
od of compulsory education; furthermore, from the age of 11 a sec-
ond foreign language is compulsory (European Commission, EACEA, 
Eurydice 2017, 34).

Following the recent influx of migrants, more European schools 
and teachers are responding to the challenge of integrating such stu-
dents, from migrant backgrounds who may not speak the language, 
into the education system. Consequently, more teachers need to be 
able to work in multi-cultural and multi-lingual settings. This re-
quires specific skills which, in principle, should be acquired during 
initial teacher education and then, subsequently, developed further 
through continuing professional development. However, evidence 
shows (OECD 2014) that 37.9% of lower secondary teachers expressed 
a moderate to high need for professional development in this area, 
whereas only 13.3% had undertaken training activities in this field 
in the 12 months prior to the survey. Beyond the normal qualifica-
tions, in Italy, as well as the basic qualifications, those who intend to 
teach L2 are recommended to participate in L2 and in other contin-
uing professional development activities (OECD 2014).

3	 Research Background

The primary education system, the presence of students without 
Italian citizenship and teacher training are three elements that come 
together in the background to this research. The new national curric-
ulum framework for Primary Schools was published in 2012 (MIUR 
2012), and it encouraged children, parents and teachers to work to-
gether and to learn from each other, supporting the individual atten-
tion required so that all children may fulfil their capacity. The chap-
ter dedicated to new citizenship (MIUR 2012, 6) highlights how the 
school must represent a community where, beyond teaching to learn, 
the issue is ‘teaching to be’.

The aim is to valorise the uniqueness of the cultural identity of eve-
ry student. The presence of children and older students with diverse 
cultural roots is a structural phenomenon and can no longer be con-
sidered episodic: it must be transformed into an opportunity for all. 
It is not enough to merely recognise and conserve pre-existing diver-
sity, with their pure and simple autonomy. What must be done is to 
actively support their interaction and integration through imparting 
knowledge about the host culture and their culture in a meeting of 
cultures that does not omit important factors such as religious and 
cultural beliefs, the role of the family and gender questions. The pro-
motion and development of the individual mutually stimulate and pro-
mote both the promotion and development of the other: each learns 
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how to relate to others. It is not enough to live in a society, the socie-
ty itself must be continuously updated and recreated (MIUR 2012, 6). 

In a context such as that described in the former chapters, where 
the presence of students without Italian citizenship is a solid reali-
ty, where in 2012 a new national curriculum framework for prima-
ry education was published, and a relatively new degree course has 
been established, I have conducted a survey among students attend-
ing a degree course for Primary Education Teachers to highlight 
what knowledge, practices and skills they have acquired regard-
ing intercultural issues, and to assess whether they will be able to 
deal with the notions of plurilingual and intercultural competence. 
Furthermore, I tested their knowledge regarding some of the main 
documents published by the European Commission and the Council 
of Europe.

As stated above, in the last thirty years the European Commission 
and the Council of Europe have widely published on issues relat-
ed to multilingualism, plurilingualism, intercultural awareness, in-
tercultural dialogue. There are plenty of documents, national and 
European, which aim at the development of intercultural competenc-
es and skills; I selected the following eight documents and checked 
what future primary teachers know about them. 

1.	 National Guidelines for the Curriculum (MIUR 2012);
2.	 The Key Competences for Lifelong Learning – A European 

Framework (European Parliament, Council of Europe 2006); 
3.	 Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: 

Learning, Teaching, Assessment (Council of Europe 2001a);
4.	 The European Language Portfolio (Council of Europe 2001b);
5.	 Guide for the Development of Language Education Policies in 

Europe: From Linguistic Diversity to Plurilingual Education 
(Beacco, Byram 2007);

6.	 Plurilingual and Intercultural Education as a Project (Cavalli 
et al. 2009);

7.	 CARAP/FREPA A Framework of Reference for Pluralistic 
Approaches to Languages and Cultures (Candelier 2013);

8.	 White Paper on Intercultural Dialogue. “Living Together as 
Equals in Dignity” (Council of Europe 2008).

I have not considered the Common European Framework of Reference 
for Languages: Learning, Teaching, Assessment. Companion Volume 
with New Descriptors since it was published in February 2018.

The final aim of the wider research project is to analyses the chal-
lenges of multilingualism in Primary Schools and suggest how an ed-
ucational approach, designed to develop citizens who will become to-
morrow’s ‘good interculturalist’ could be developed.

Elisabetta Pavan
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3.1	 Data and Methods

In January-February 2019, prospective Primary Education teach-
ers who were attending the fourth and fifth year of the single cycle 
Master Course Degree in Primary Teacher Education (5 years) were 
invited to fill in an online questionnaire. The questionnaire was struc-
tured in 47 questions organised in two main sections, each one com-
prising specific research objectives such as prospective teachers’ 
knowledge and skills. It was written in Italian, to allow the respond-
ents to use their native language. Most of the questions (42) relied 
on the Likert scale, some questions (5) were open. For the purpose 
of the data analysis presented in this paper, the questionnaire and 
the respondents’ answers were translated into English. 

The data were analysed mainly using a thematic analysis; although 
several data collection tools have been used in the wider project, such 
as the questionnaire and semi-structured interviews, in this study I 
have referred only to some of the data collected by means of an en-
quiry conducted through the online questionnaire. In terms of data 
processing and interpretation techniques, a content analysis meth-
odology, based on a predominantly qualitative approach, has been 
developed: data were read and coded in successive stages according-
ly to the different sections and to the year of attendance of the stu-
dents, since the unit courses are held in different years and this may 
influence the content of the answers. 

In this paper I will focus on a selection of questions chosen from 
the two sections, to highlight prospective teachers’ perception about 
the knowledge, practices and skills they have acquired regarding in-
tercultural competence, and whether they will be able to deal with, 
and successfully apply, the notions of plurilingual and intercultural 
competence to their teaching practices.

3.2	 Participants

The questionnaire was presented to students attending the five-year 
degree course in Primary Education, and to students who had re-
cently graduated. 210 students filled in the questionnaire, but only 
65 questionnaires have been considered in this study, those returned 
by students either attending the fifth year or already graduated (re-
spondents: 60 female, 5 male). Even though it is recognisable that 
this is a rather limited number of responses, it roughly corresponds 
to one third of the students enrolled in the fifth year. All the stu-
dents had attended the following course units, in which I deemed/con-
sidered that the issues related to intercultural issues, multilingual-
ism and plurilingualism would have been dealt with: Childhood and 
Adolescent Education and Children’s Rights; Intercultural Pedagogy 
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and School Legislation; Methodologies, Didactics and Technologies 
for Teaching; Developmental and Educational Psychology; Didactics 
of Reading and Writing – Didactics of Italian as a Second Language; 
Inclusive Pedagogy and Teaching for Inclusion; Educational Research, 
Educational Innovation and Cooperative Practices; Teaching English 
as a Foreign Language.

3.3	 Analysis of the Results

The questionnaire administered to the students was in Italian, to al-
low them to express themselves more freely in the open questions. 
For the purpose of this paper it has been translated into English and 
a sample of answers were analysed, some have been combined to of-
fer a more elaborated reflection.

A question in the first section is about the knowledge of the eight 
documents formerly listed in the section Research Background. The 
question was: “I know the following document well”. The Likert scale 
was: strongly disagree, not completely disagree, agree, strongly agree. 

The results regarding the National Guidelines (MIUR 2012) are 
good, those regarding the knowledge of framework documents such 
as The Key Competences (European Parliament, Council of Europe 
2006) and the CEFR (Council of Europe 2001a) are satisfactory. This 
may be explained by the fact that these documents are widely used 
to fill in syllabi and descriptors regarding everyday teaching prac-
tice. Nonetheless, some results are not reassuring: some of the pil-
lars of intercultural education are mainly unknown to the students. 
Only one student said they knew the Guide for the Development of 
Language Education Policies in Europe (Beacco, Byram 2007), and 
none knew about Plurilingual and Intercultural Education as a Project 
(Cavalli et al. 2007) and CARAP/FREPA (Candelier 2013). The latter 
opens ways for implementing pluralistic approaches in classrooms to 
develop the plurilingual and intercultural competences of learners of 
all subjects. Pluralistic approaches are described in the document as 
didactic approaches which involve the use of several varieties of lan-
guages and cultures during the teaching process. Considering what 
has been described above, in terms of the Primary Education teach-
er being a generalist, teaching different subjects, amongst which are 
English as foreign language and Italian as a second language, and in 
terms of the presence of children with a non-Italian heritage and, al-
so, in terms of the National Guidelines referring to the “respect for 
individual diversity and the active involvement of students and their 
families” (MIUR, INDIRE 2014, 25), a Primary School is indubitably 
the environment where to use the CARAP/FREPA. 

In a subsequent question, students were asked to say in which 
course they had learned about plurilingual and intercultural edu-
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cation. As formerly stated, in the degree course there is no specific 
course unit dedicated to intercultural education, multilingualism, 
plurilingualism, or to intercultural competence. Students ranked the 
didactics of reading and writing – Didactics of Italian as a Second 
Language, Italian Literature and Linguistics, Intercultural Pedagogy 
and School Legislation as the three top courses where, mainly, they 

learned about the topics.
Intercultural education was dealt with from a practice point of 

view with questions about their ability to promote intercultural ed-
ucation and intercultural competence. The first question, slightly 
more theoretical, received a 62.2% of agree/strongly agree answers, 
while the second, more practical, received a 49% of agree/strongly 
disagree. Considering the homogeneity of the responses, it can be 
inferred that the Italian education system is still more theoretical 
than practical.

Two questions dealt with plurilingual competences, one was about 
promoting the development of plurilingual competences, and the oth-
er about the ability to coordinate the teaching of a foreign language 
with other languages, studied or known. These questions received a 
high percentage of disagreement: about 89% of the respondents de-
clared they cannot promote the development of plurilingual compe-
tence, while 68% declared they cannot coordinate the teaching of 
a foreign language with other languages studied or known. A third 
question was considered, one with a different description, but with 
the same objective as the former two. The aim of the questions may 
be considered the same, the development of plurilingual competence, 
nonetheless the answers tend to be more positive in questions 2 and 
3. This is in some way inducted by their linguistic explicitness and 
by the fact that in the Veneto Region most of the population speak 
both Italian and Veneto dialects, and that some students come from 
bilingual families. As a consequence, it is easier for them to think in 
practical terms, referring to their personal knowledge and experi-
ence rather than speculating and using scientific categories and def-
initions. 

Some questions referred explicitly to some key definitions, such 
as multilingualism and plurilingualism. When the two concepts were 
treated singularly, the majority of the respondents declared they 
could not define the concepts. This negative response is recurrent 
in most of the questions where the knowledge of a specific academ-
ic term is requested.

Some questions referred to the need of the students to know more 
about some key issues, such as language education, plurilingualism, 
interculturalism. The responses were very positive, confirming the 
necessity to develop such competences.

The National Guidelines (MIUR 2012) contain references to some 
key issues, such as plurilingual competence and education, intercul-
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tural education, linguistic repertoire, and the use of a foreign lan-
guage to promote situations in which the foreign language is used as 
the language of instruction to promote, and convey, learning related 
to different disciplines. Since I predicted students should have known 
the document, some survey questions directly referred to these is-
sues. As for their ability to promote a way to develop plurilingual 
competence, 95% of the answers were negative, and as to their abil-
ity to integrate language teaching in order to develop plurilingual 
education, 96% of the answers were negative. However, as regards 
the tools, skills and competences required to encourage the develop-
ment of intercultural education, 66% of the answers were negative, 
whereas assessing their knowledge of the linguistic repertoire, on-
ly 44% of the answers were negative yet for the use of a foreign lan-
guage to promote and convey learning related to different disciplines, 
62% of the answers were negative. Once again it can be seen that the 
negative percentage diminishes when the issues are more practical.

Most students declared their desiderata which can be divided in-
to three main fields: the first is related to the request of more prac-
tical courses and laboratories related to intercultural education, in-
tercultural communicative competence, plurilingualism; the second 
refers to the teaching and learning of English as a foreign language, 
seen as a means to reflect on such issues as plurilingualism, inter-
cultural communicative competence and the intercultural dialogue. 
Students also highlighted the interest in attending English taught 
course units, as a means to experiment what their non-native Italian 
students feel when attending Italian taught classes. The third refers 
to the possibility of integrating the basic knowledge offered on inter-
cultural issues by some course units with adequate bibliographies 
and case studies, so that the prospective teachers could feel ready to 
deal with real issues in authentic situations. Some students say they 
have been taught about intercultural communication, but do not know 
what intercultural and plurilingual education mean.

In their desiderata, students highlight the importance of being bet-
ter prepared to face their multicultural classes by attending more 
practical course units and laboratories, where they can deal with is-
sues related to intercultural education, intercultural communica-
tive competence and plurilingualism. They also emphasise the im-
portance of teaching and learning English as a foreign language, 
both as a subject and as pedagogy of foreign languages, and would 
like the opportunity to attend courses held in English, as part of an 
immersion program to feel what their future students might be ex-
periencing as, certainly, they will have forgotten how they once felt.

Elisabetta Pavan
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4	 Conclusions and Implications

The Italian education system, as far as Primary Education is con-
cerned, has been described in terms of the composition of the 
Primary School population and of Primary School teacher training..

Nowadays, the presence of students without Italian citizenship is 
a solid reality in the Italian educational context. In 2012, a new na-
tional curriculum framework for the Primary School was published, 
and previously a five-year degree course for Primary Teachers had 
been established. The school context is not that of an emergency, as 
it was thirty years ago, and a survey among students attending a de-
gree course for Primary Education Teachers has been conducted, to 
highlight what knowledge, practices and skills prospective Primary 
teachers have acquired regarding various issues related to intercul-
tural communicative competence, and whether they are able to deal 
with the notions of plurilingual and intercultural competence. 

This study is part of a wider research project that is still in progress, 
which aims to analyse the challenges of multilingualism in Primary 
Schools and suggest how an educational approach, designed to develop 
citizens who will become tomorrow’s ‘good interculturalists’ could be 
developed. The aims of the project are: (i) diagnosing the knowledge, 
practices and skills future Primary teachers have acquired regarding 
intercultural communicative competence and intercultural issues in 
general; (ii) understanding whether they are able to deal with the no-
tions of plurilingual and intercultural competence and apply them in 
class; (iii) providing some guidelines and promoting the development 
of a course unit dedicated to the issues raised by the research.

The results selected and presented in this article refer to the first 
two aims, and they highlight the general lack of knowledge regarding 
the main European documents in which issues, such as multilingual-
ism and plurilingualism, are presented and discussed. A very practi-
cal document, such as the CARAP/FREPA (A Framework of Reference 
for Pluralistic Approaches to Languages and Cultures: Competences 
and Resources): is mainly unknown. Even though the document dates 
back to 2012 and is an instrument to be adopted and adapted in 
Primary School, only a small minority of prospective teachers know 
about it.

The emergency that occurred thirty years ago with the arrival of 
the first immigrants has passed but, as the survey shows, less than 
10% of future Primary teachers know about this and the other docu-
ments that deal with intercultural approaches. Nonetheless, students 
demonstrated they can deal with practical issues related to the devel-
opment of language awareness and plurilingualism, mainly because 
they belong to a bilingual environment.

Thanks to a degree course where attention is paid to pedagogy 
and practical issues in teaching, the future teachers feel they could 
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deal with such issues, even though it appears they cannot clearly de-
fine the meaning of some key definitions and they might not be aware 
of what they are doing.

In their desiderata, students highlight their need for more practi-
cal courses and laboratories relating to intercultural issues in gen-
eral; they also refer to the teaching and learning of English as a 
foreign language, seen as a means to reflect on such issues as pluri-
lingualism, intercultural communicative competence and the inter-
cultural dialogue.

The results discussed in this article are not intended to assess the 
actual organisation of the course of study, rather it aims to achieve 
a deeper understanding of the prospective teachers’ awareness and 
perceived competences, and of the implications for teaching intercul-
tural education and awareness, intercultural communicative compe-
tence, promoting plurilingualism in multicultural classes and devel-
oping plurilingual/pluricultural students.
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