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Jokikokko, Katri, Teachers' intercultural learning and competence
University of Oulu, Faculty of Education,  P.O.Box 2000, FI-90014 University of Oulu, Finland
Acta Univ. Oul. E 114, 2010
Oulu, Finland       

Abstract
The aim of this research is to provide more theoretical and practical knowledge and understanding
on the process of teachers’ intercultural learning and the nature of intercultural competence in
teachers’ work. It is a qualitative study based on questionnaires and interviews collected from
former ITE (Intercultural Teacher Education) students in the Department of Educational Sciences
in the University of Oulu. The research consists of five articles and a summary part. 

The research falls within the area of intercultural education. The theoretical framework of the
research is based on critical pedagogy, various models of intercultural competence as well as
various learning theories (transformative, experiential, sociocultural) which are seen as
approaches that provide analytical and theoretical tools for understanding intercultural learning.
Phenomenographical and narrative research approaches construct the methodological framework
for the research. The data have been collected twice. The first data consist of open-ended
questionnaires (15) and half-structured interviews (10). This set of data was analysed
phenomenographically. The second data consist of 10 biographical interviews which are analysed
narratively. 

The main results of the study suggest that, according to the conceptions of the research
subjects, teachers’ intercultural competence is less related to specific skills and knowledge than it
is comprised of a holistic approach to issues. It is perceived more as an ethical orientation to
people, life and diversity, which guides a person’s thinking and behavior rather than an ability to
perform something well in an intercultural environment. On the basis of the research, teachers’
intercultural learning processes differ, depending on the person’s background, living environment
and other experiences. There does not seem to be only one theory that would comprehensively
describe this varied process. Teachers’ intercultural learning is a process involving the
combination of formal and informal learning. While it can be a gradual process affected by various
life experiences, it sometimes occurs rather suddenly through crises and turning points as assumed
in transformative theory. The significant roles of environment and other people for intercultural
learning are obvious although individual self-reflection is needed as well. The research also
highlights the importance of emotionally strong experiences for intercultural learning. 

Keywords: intercultural competence, intercultural learning, narrative research,
phenomenographic research, teacher education





Jokikokko, Katri, Opettajien interkulttuurinen oppiminen ja kompetenssi
Oulun yliopisto, Kasvatustieteiden tiedekunta,  PL 2000, 90014 Oulun yliopisto
Acta Univ. Oul. E 114, 2010
Oulu

Tiivistelmä
Tutkimuksen tarkoitus on tuoda lisää teoreettista ja käytännöllistä tietoa ja ymmärrystä opettaji-
en interkulttuurisen oppimisen prosessista sekä interkulttuurisen kompetenssin luonteesta. Tutki-
mus on luonteeltaan laadullinen, ja se perustuu kyselylomakkeisiin ja haastatteluihin, joita olen
kerännyt entisiltä Oulun Yliopiston Kasvatustieteellisen tiedekunnan ITE (Interkulttuurinen
opettajankoulutus) -ohjelman opiskelijoilta. Tutkimus koostuu viidestä artikkelista ja yhteenve-
to-osasta. 

Tutkimus sijoittuu interkulttuurisen kasvatuksen alueelle. Tutkimuksen teoreettinen viiteke-
hys pohjautuu kriittiseen pedagogiikkaan, interkulttuurisen kompetenssin malleihin sekä erilai-
siin oppimisteorioihin (transformatiivinen, kokemuksellinen ja sosiokulttuurinen). Näiden teori-
oiden katson tarjoavan analyyttisiä ja teoreettisia välineitä interkulttuurisen oppimisen ymmärtä-
miseen. Tutkimusmetodologiana olen soveltanut fenomenografista ja narratiivista lähestymista-
paa. Aineistoa olen kerännyt kahdesti. Ensimmäinen aineisto koostuu avoimista kyselylomak-
keista (15) ja puolistrukturoiduista haastatteluista (10). Tämän aineiston analysoin fenomenogra-
fisesti. Toinen aineisto koostuu 10 elämänkerrallisesta haastattelusta, jotka analysoin narratiivi-
sesti. 

Tutkimuksen päätulosten mukaan opettajat eivät koe interkulttuurista kompetenssia niinkään
erityisinä taitoina tai tietoina vaan enemmän kokonaisvaltaisena lähestymistapana. Opettajien
mukaan interkulttuurinen kompetenssi on ennen kaikkea eettinen orientaatio ihmisiä, elämää ja
moninaisuutta kohtaan. Sen katsotaan ohjaavan ihmisen ajattelua ja toimintaa kokonaisvaltaises-
ti, eikä sitä siis nähdä pelkästään kykynä ja taitona toimia taitavasti monikulttuurisessa ympäris-
tössä. Tutkimuksen tulosten pohjalta voidaan sanoa, että opettajien interkulttuurisen oppimisen
prosessit ovat moninaisia riippuen henkilön taustasta, elinympäristöstä ja muista kokemuksista.
Mikään kuvatuista oppimisteorioista ei näytä kokonaisvaltaisesti selittävän ja kuvaavan tätä
moninaista prosessia. Opettajien kulttuurienvälinen oppiminen sisältää formaalia, informaalia ja
nonformaalia oppimista. Se voi olla vähittäinen prosessi, johon erilaiset elämänkokemukset vai-
kuttavat pikkuhiljaaa. Se voi joskus tapahtua myös yhtäkkisesti kriisien ja elämänmuutosten
kautta, kuten transformatiivisen oppimisen teoriassa oletetaan. Merkittävillä toisilla sekä ympä-
ristöllä on interkulttuurisessa oppimisessa suuri rooli, vaikka yksilöllistäkin reflektiota tarvi-
taan. Tutkimuksessa nousi keskeiseksi myös tunneperäisesti vahvojen kokemusten merkitys
interkulttuurisessa oppimisessa. 

Asiasanat: fenemenografia, interkulttuurinen kompetenssi, interkulttuurinen
oppiminen, narratiivinen tutkimus, opettajankoulutus
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1. Introduction: 
the necessity of intercultural learning and 
competence in today’s societies and world

At the time of writing the summary of this doctoral thesis, the so-called critical 
debate on Finland’s immigration and refugee policy is lively in the media. 
Politicians, professionals and, most of all, the general Finnish public have diverse 
opinions of immigration policy, refugees and their status in our society. On the basis 
of this discussion, one would think that diversity is a new phenomenon in Finnish 
population and society. The idea of one nation, one language and one mind, which 
was an important slogan in nation building, still seems to be strong in the minds 
of many.

Compared to many other European countries, the number of immigrants in 
Finland is still relatively low – about 150,000 in 2009 (Tilastokeskus, 2010). 
However, diversity is not a new phenomenon in our society. Finland has always 
had its own ethnic and linguistic minorities, such as the Sami, Roma and the 
Swedish speaking minority. If the concept of culture is expanded beyond ethnic 
dimensions (Gollnick & Chinn, 1998, pp. 13–15; Nieto, 2002, p. 53), there are 
many additional reasons to consider present day Finland to be multicultural. From 
the perspective of, for instance, social and regional differences, urban versus rural, 
social class, gender, sexual orientation and religion, it can be argued that Finland 
has been multicultural since its independence and long before it. Finland has also 
been an important crossroads between East and West, which has naturally affected 
its culture and cultural diversity (Liebkind, 2000, p. 171; Räsänen, 2002, p. 106). 
When discussing immigrant issues and policies, it has often been forgotten that 
Finland has also been a sending partner: Finns themselves have travelled both near 
and far and immigrated to various countries to improve their living conditions or to 
build an ideal living community (Järvelä, 2010, p. 130). 

The two main phenomena of this study, intercultural learning and its result, 
intercultural competence, are seen as both conditions and aims for increasing 
cultural awareness, understanding, dialogue, fruitful co-operation and learning 
from each other in multicultural societies and the world. As Salo-Lee writes (2007, 
p. 74), multicultural and intercultural interactions are, at best, opportunities for 
dialogue and creativity.  However, in the absence of intercultural competence, 
they can also easily lead to misunderstandings and the breaking of relationships. 
It can be argued that everyone needs intercultural competence in today’s diverse 
societies and world. Even if we have never travelled outside the borders of our 
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native country, the media, other people and education bring the world and diversity 
to our consciousness. 

When discussing intercultural learning and intercultural competence, it can be 
argued that education and teachers play a key role in this process, as they can affect 
the thinking and action of the next generations. It is not enough that teachers are 
interculturally competent themselves. They should also foster the development of 
intercultural competence in their students. Teachers have the opportunity to affect 
their students’ awareness, open the world for them, and provide them with tools 
to critically analyse global phenomena and to act for a more equal and sustainable 
world. Furthermore, intercultural competence is necessary for teachers because as 
ethical professionals, they are responsible for supporting the personal and academic 
growth of all their students, regardless of background, culture, language, religion, 
ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation and so on (Nieto, 2000, p. 4).  Teachers should 
not choose whose learning to support and whose not to. 

If considering the broad defi nition of diversity, Finnish classrooms have always 
been diverse and multicultural. Still, teachers’ intercultural competence was not 
discussed until the new immigrant groups arrived in our country in the late 70s and 
80s. In multicultural classrooms, teachers need many intercultural competences 
to work with children whose language, learning styles, behavior, thinking and 
academic skills may differ a lot from those of the so-called mainstream students. 
Traditional pedagogical and didactical skills are important but are not enough. 
When teaching multicultural classes, knowledge and awareness of stereotypes, 
power structures, global issues and one’s own values become signifi cant.  Asking 
questions such as whose knowledge, whose culture, whose traditions and whose 
language are we teaching, learning and transmitting to students should be part of a 
teacher’s everyday refl ection (May, 1999; Räsänen, 2005b; Tomperi, Kiilakoski, & 
Vuorikoski, 2005).

How is it possible for a teacher, who works within so many different pressures 
and with limited resources, to learn all these demanding competences? This research 
is based on the idea that learning intercultural competence is essential for a teacher 
and is a process that lasts a whole lifetime. One cannot become interculturally 
competent within one in-service course, by travelling or even during a fi ve-year 
academic teacher education.  However, all of these activities may have a large 
infl uence and serve as the turning points in teachers’ intercultural learning processes. 
Although this study argues that intercultural learning is a lifelong process and is 
often informal and incidental, education also plays a signifi cant role in this process. 
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It has been more and more recognized, in Finland as well, that all teachers need 
intercultural competence and that multicultural issues need to be an essential part of 
both pre- and in-service teacher education (Jokisalo & Simola, 2009; Luukkainen, 
2004). It is also important to realize that multicultural education does not only mean 
organizing education for immigrants, but that it is essential for all (see also Nieto, 
2000, p. 4). Finnish teacher education is responding to growing multiculturalism 
and globalization in different ways. Typically, there are a few separate courses on 
multiculturalism in teacher education curricula. Teachers of this study, however, 
have graduated from the Intercultural Teacher Education Programme1 at the 
University of Oulu, Finland. This is a fi ve-year programme that emphasizes global 
and intercultural perspectives in education and aims at providing prospective 
teachers with the competences that they will need whether they are working as 
teachers or other educational professionals in an increasingly multicultural society 
and world. In this specifi c programme, global issues, critical pedagogy and 
intercultural competences are integrated into all the courses of educational sciences 
as well as many other subject areas. The philosophical premise is that one or two 
courses on intercultural education are not enough to affect teachers’ thinking and 
action, but that a holistic approach is needed to support teachers’ intercultural 
learning. 

Intercultural aspects in teacher education or higher education in general should 
not be something marginal. In Strategy for the Internationalisation of Higher 
Education Institutions in Finland 2009–2015 (Ministry of Education 2009, p. 44), 
the Ministry of Education expects higher education institutions to actively take 
part in supporting the multicultural higher education community and civil society. 
It also demands that the activities of higher education institutions be ethically 
sustainable and support students’ prerequisites to function in a global environment 
as well as understand the global effects of their activities. Moreover, in the Teacher 
Education 2020 memo by Ministry of Education, it is suggested that all teachers’ 
competences as regards working in multicultural contexts need to be strengthened 
by providing teachers with academic studies on and practical experiences with 
multicultural issues. This also needs to appear clearly in the curriculums of teacher 
education programmes (i.e. Opettajankoulutus... 2007, p. 45.)

The aim of this study is to provide more theoretical and practical knowledge and 
understanding on the process of intercultural learning and the nature of intercultural 

1 The programme was called International Master of Education Programme in the years 1994–2010. 
In 2010 its name was changed to Intercultural Teacher Education (ITE), which I use in this summary. 
However, in all the articles of this thesis, the former name has been used.  
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competence in teachers’ work. It is a qualitative study based on various types of 
questionnaires and interviews collected from former ITE students who are now 
working as teachers in various contexts. Intercultural learning in general has not 
been researched a lot, although it is necessary to understand the process if we want 
to develop education that supports diverse intercultural learning processes as fully 
as possible. However, it is important to highlight that the focus of this study is not 
to evaluate the ITE programme and its strengths and weaknesses, although the 
programme is playing an important role in teachers’ learning, but to concentrate on 
intercultural learning and competence as theoretical phenomena.

This summary is structured so that research questions and the researcher’s 
position are fi rst discussed in the introduction part of the study. In the theoretical 
part that follows, the main contexts and concepts of the research are elaborated. 
Critical pedagogy is discussed next as one theoretical and methodological lens 
of the study. The theoretical section also includes a presentation of the two main 
concepts of this study: intercultural competence and intercultural learning. Chapter 
3, the methodological part, discusses two methodologies: phenomenography and 
narrative biographical research, which were applied in conducting the empirical 
part of the study. Chapter 4 gives an overview of the articles. The fi fth part of the 
research discusses the main fi ndings of this doctoral thesis. The discussion part that 
follows draws fi nal conclusions on the basis of the results, takes a critical look at 
teachers’ intercultural competence and learning and also examines how teachers’ 
professionalism for intercultural contexts could best be supported. In part seven, 
before the fi nal remarks, the ethics and reliability of the study are discussed.

1.1 Aims and research questions 

Intercultural learning and intercultural competence as part of teachers’ 
professionalism have not been researched a great deal in the Finnish context. This 
research aims at providing additional knowledge and understanding to existing 
ideas and theories on the process of intercultural learning and the nature of 
intercultural competence in teachers’ work. The study further aims at drawing some 
conclusions on how teachers’ professional development for intercultural contexts 
could be supported. 

The research questions of this study are the following:
1. How do teachers defi ne their intercultural competence?
2. How do teachers describe their intercultural learning?
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These research questions are discussed in fi ve substudies from different 
perspectives (see Chapter 4). In the result parts of this summary (Chapters 5 and 
6), fi ndings related to these research questions are summarized, combined and 
discussed. 

1.2 Researcher’s position 

As this is a qualitative research study, it is acknowledged that the researcher is a 
central tool or research instrument of the study (e.g., Cresswell, 2007, p. 38; Punch, 
2007, p. 158). In this chapter, I briefl y describe my own relationship to this research 
topic and my research subjects.  I began my own university studies as a member 
of the fi rst ITE group in 1994. My own experiences of being a student and, later 
on, a teacher in the ITE programme naturally play a role in this study. I have both 
academic and personal motives for doing this research: I feel that I have experienced 
a certain kind of intercultural transformation process during my studies and would 
like to know more and understand better this complex process. The second motive, 
which is also academic and personal, comes from my work experience as a primary 
school teacher, and later on as a university teacher, when I had become fully aware 
of the urgent need for intercultural competence and intercultural learning in the 
area of education.

 Although to a certain extent being an ‘insider’ in this research process, taking 
the role of an ‘outsider’ has also been surprisingly easy in some situations. If I 
look back at my experiences in teacher education, I think that being a member of 
a diverse academic student group caused a kind of culture shock for me. Some of 
the students in our group had multicultural backgrounds, some had lived in other 
continents and some had other signifi cant experiences of cultural diversity. I was a 
student who came straight from upper secondary school and had lived all her life in 
a rather small and relatively ‘monocultural’ Finnish village.  

Additionally, in the interview situations, assuming an outsider’s perspective 
was often relatively easy because I am not, for instance, a third culture child 
myself (as some of my research subjects are). I do not have a similar background 
or the same type of career experiences as my research subjects. However, during 
the interviews, I sometimes felt that I could really understand my interviewees 
and their narratives and ‘read’ the meaning of certain types of facial expressions 
or gestures because we shared the same experience of being students in 
intercultural teacher education and being a novice teacher after graduation. 
Still, I often wondered how there could be so many things that I did not know 
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about my research subjects (even those who I had known beforehand), and 
sometimes I would struggle, have to ask many further questions or need to have 
a long conversation before I was able to understand my research subjects’ ideas 
and experiences. 

Although researchers are often required to convince the readers of their ability 
to distance themselves from the study in order to avoid becoming ‘blind’ to certain 
signifi cant issues concerning the phenomenon under study (Merriam, 1998), I think 
that the fact that I knew some of my research subjects and shared similar experiences 
with many of them was more of a strength than a weakness in this study. I felt that the 
atmosphere in the interview situations was relaxed and that the interviewees trusted me. 
I also felt that the participants understood my interview questions and the purpose of 
the study rather well. 

In biographical interviews (e.g., Atkinson, 1998) it is agreed that the interviewee 
and the interviewer construct experiences, knowledge and ideas together, in which case 
the whole question of being an insider or an outsider actually becomes meaningless. On 
the other hand, the aim in the study has been to ‘give a voice’ for my research subjects 
and, most of all, I see my role in the interview situations as being that of an active 
listener.
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2 Theoretical framework of the research 
This part of the summary introduces the contextual and conceptual lenses and 
assumptions that have guided my understanding on the nature of teachers’ 
intercultural competence and learning. It starts by providing a brief overview of 
the concepts and research approaches in the fi eld of intercultural education. It 
also analyses the way in which culture and diversity are understood in this study. 
The next chapter introduces critical pedagogy as a framework that has guided my 
theoretical understanding on the nature of intercultural competence and learning 
and also given me a lens through which to approach my empirical data. The 
theoretical part continues by analysing the approaches to teachers’ intercultural 
competence. In the fi nal chapter of this part of the summary, various learning 
theories (transformative, experiential and sociocultural), which in this study are 
seen as approaches that provide analytical and theoretical tools to understand the 
intercultural learning process, are discussed.

2.1 Contextualising and conceptualising the research in the fi eld of 
global and intercultural education

As Figure 1 shows, intercultural learning and competence can be seen as 
important dimensions in the area of intercultural education, which, at the same 
time, has often been seen as one sub-area of global education (Räsänen, 2007b, 
p. 28). Global education is a term that is widely used to combine various areas 
such as peace education, environmental education, human rights education, 
media education and so on. These concepts are overlapping, and although 
they emphasize different aspects, it is not possible and not even meaningful to 
separate them (Lampinen, 2009, p. 12). From an educational point of view, 
the United Nations and UNESCO have been important international actors in 
promoting global education. The main task of UNESCO is to promote intercultural 
co-operation to protect human rights through science, culture and education 
(Ibid.).  Global education as its own subject area emerged after the tragic events 
of the World Wars, when the participating countries decided that this must 
not occur in the future. A long-term human rights process started, the fi rst step 
being the Declaration of Human Rights in 1948 followed by numerous acts 
and conventions. In these documents it is emphasized that an aim of education 
is to promote human rights, intercultural understanding, tolerance and peace 
between people and nations (Räsänen, 2002, pp. 16–17; Räsänen 2007a, 
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p. 57). The human rights process continues, and the most visible movements 
today, which also deal with education, are   the UN’s Millennium Goals (2000) and 
UNESCO’s Education for All project. Global education also plays an important 
role in Finnish educational policy. The newest ministry-level projects in the fi eld 
of international education in Finland are the Education for Global Responsibility 
(2007–2009) project and the Global Education 2010 proposal for an 
action programme.

Figure 1. Contextualising intercultural learning and competence.

Intercultural education can have different meanings. It can especially emphasise 
the individual cultural encounters (see Räsänen, 2007a, p. 28; Lasonen, Halonen, 
Kemppainen, & Teräs, 2009, p. 11) or it can refer to more general theories and 
models of education that attempt to response to the challenges of globalisation 
(Coulby, 2005, p. 245; Portera, 2008, p. 488). In the educational fi eld, the word 
‘multicultural’ has been largely replaced by ‘intercultural’, especially in the 
European context (Coulby, 2006). This change of terms has been justifi ed by 
arguing that ‘multicultural’ is a descriptive term that refers simply to the reality 
of pluralism and the factual coexistence of people of diverse cultures, whereas 
‘intercultural’ suggests actual interaction among people (Camilleri, 1992; Räsänen, 
2007a).  However, the term ‘intercultural’ also warrants criticism. Coulby (2006, 
p. 247) rightly asks, what the discursive strategy was for this lexical change from 
multicultural to intercultural? Does it not serve to disguise the historical realities of 
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cultural interactions, which have often been characterized by conquest, slave trade, 
imperialism and genocide? It is important to recognize the problems associated 
with various terms, but it is also true that each term can be criticized. Despite 
the critics, I have chosen the term ‘intercultural’ for my study because I want to 
emphasize the importance of mutual and dialogical interaction.  

Internationally, research on intercultural education is diverse. Within the fi eld of 
intercultural education, there are various approaches depending, on how the focus, 
nature and aims of the area are understood (Räsänen, 2002, pp. 104–105). Lynch 
(1989) divides intercultural education broadly into cultural, societal, economic 
and environmental dimensions that can be looked at on communal, national and 
international levels. However, most research on intercultural education has focused 
on the school context, defi ning the main concepts of intercultural education, 
pedagogical approaches, curriculum development and language learning. 
Moreover, this literature is most extensive in the North American context (e.g., 
Banks, 1993, 2002, 2006; Bennett, 1995; Clayton, 2003), although intercultural 
education has also been studied in European, especially German and British 
contexts (e.g. Bredella, 2003; Christ, 2003; Hayden, 2007; Nieke; 2008, Troyna 
1993).  There is also research in the area of intercultural education that focuses 
on human relations and the development of intercultural competence (Bennett, 
1993, 2004, 2009; Bennett & Gastiglioni, 2004; Lynch 1989; Kealey, 1990; Sue, 
Arrondo, & McDavis, 1992; Taylor, 1998).  As my research particularly focuses 
on that area, I will elaborate these theoretical aspects more in Chapters 2.3. and 
2.4. One additional research approach in the area of intercultural education is to 
emphasize the awareness of societal processes, social justice, power questions 
and action for eliminating unequal structures (Hooks, 1994; May, 1999; McLaren, 
2007; Nieto, 2005; Sleeter, 2001). Although my focus is primarily on individual 
learning processes, this study also deals with structural and power questions of 
education and teachers’ work as introduced in the next chapter (2.2.). 

As the emphasis of intercultural education is on individual cultural encounters, 
it is important to clarify how culture and cultural diversity are understood in this 
research. My starting point for intercultural competence and learning is different 
from, for instance, Hofstede (1997), whose focus is on differences between national 
cultures and on how individuals can cope with these cultural differences. In this 
study, the signifi cance of national culture for our identities is not denied. However, 
it is acknowledged that cultural ‘knowledge’ may easily lead to stereotypes 
and generalizations. In an ideal situation, everyone is given the opportunity to 
identify themselves individually (Panzar, 2009, p. 105). As Nieto (2002, p. 53) 
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argues, many discussions of cultural difference are based on limited conceptions 
of culture that take into account only ethnicity, race and language. I agree with 
Nieto (Ibid.), who defi nes culture as ever-changing values, traditions, social and 
political relationships, and world views created and shared by groups of people 
bound together by a combination of factors (which can include a common history, 
geographic location, language, social class and/or religion, gender and sexual 
orientation).  It is important to emphasize that not all the people of the same group 
necessarily share these common characteristics. Parekh (2006, p. 3) writes about 
subcultural diversity, referring to the idea that although the members of a society 
share a broadly common culture, some of them have different beliefs and practices 
concerning particular areas of life or relatively distinct ways of life (e.g., those 
with various sexual orientations, artists, miners, fi shermen). According to Parekh 
(p. 3), these groups do not represent an alternative culture but seek to pluralise the 
existing one. 

In this study, cultural diversity thus refers to dynamic and changing cultural and 
subcultural characteristics and differences that are part of our identities.  Teachers 
need intercultural competence not only for encountering ethnic, racial or linguistic 
differences but for other subcultural differences as well. When the term ‘diversity’ 
is mentioned in this study, it is understood in this broad sense. We can conclude 
that if cultures are seen as dynamic, fl exible and constantly changing constructions 
affected by various subcultures, intercultural learning and competence cannot 
merely be seen as the possession of specifi c knowledge on certain cultural groups, 
or skills on how to behave in certain cultural contexts, but is a process that demands 
constant refl ection, openness and willingness for mutual learning.  

2.2 Critical pedagogy as a theoretical lens of the research

Advocates of critical pedagogy (Freire, 1972, 1994; Giroux & McLaren, 2001; 
Hooks, 1994; McLaren & Kincheloe, 2002; May, 1999; McLaren, 2007; Nieto, 
1999, 2005; Sleeter, 2001) focus on analysing questions of equality in education, 
mostly on structural levels. McLaren and Kincheloe (2002, p. 90) defi ne critical 
pedagogy to be concerned, in particular, with issues of power and justice and the 
ways that the economy; matters of race, class and gender; ideologies; discourses; 
education; religion and other social institutions; and cultural dynamics interact to 
construct a social system. Critical pedagogy contributes to intercultural education by 
recognizing the fundamentally political nature of education and the need to challenge 
both its content and form. Furthermore, it brings to intercultural education a sharp 
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institutional analysis, which is often missing from research and practices in that area 
(Nieto, 1999, p. 191.) 

One of the central concepts in the fi eld of critical pedagogy is the notion of 
power. Nieto (1999, p. 192) points out that all educational decisions carry an 
enormous amount of ideological and philosophical weight: what is considered as 
valuable and what is not or whose knowledge, culture and needs are considered to 
be most important in education. According to May (1999), educational decisions and 
practices often affect the members of certain (often minority) groups so that they 
come to believe that their educational failure results from their natural inability or 
lack of giftedness. Nieto (2000, pp. 88–109) analyses how some of the structural 
issues, organizational practices and policies that are widely used in education can 
reinforce social inequities and harm certain groups and students. Examples of these 
are tracking (or ability grouping either indirectly or directly), standardized testing, 
competitive atmosphere, curriculum that does not meet the needs of the students, 
physical structure, disciplinary policies and so on (Ibid.). 

Critical pedagogy infl uences this study in various ways. First of all, it guides 
my ontological assumptions on the nature of teachers’ intercultural learning and 
intercultural competence. In my opinion, it is not enough that teachers learn didactic 
skills in order to work in multicultural contexts, but that they also need to become 
aware of power structures and attempt to change unequal procedures of education. 
Furthermore, as one primary aim of critical pedagogy concerns the transformation 
of inequitable, undemocratic or oppressive social relations (e.g., Burbules & Berk, 
1999; Freire, 1972, 1994), it is also taken for granted in this study that educational 
equality is a desirable goal of education and that supporting the development of 
teachers’ intercultural competence is one way to approach this goal. 

Secondly, critical theory has provided me with the lenses through which to 
view my empirical data: when analyzing teachers’ stories, I have also been looking 
for narratives on power questions, equality and societal and global awareness 
and activism. Thirdly, the perspective of how critical pedagogy is related to this 
study deals with the aims of this study.  According to critical theory, the purpose 
of educational research should not only be to understand or deepen knowledge 
but also change issues so that more just, democratic and egalitarian society and 
education become possible (e.g., Tomperi, Vuorikoski, & Kiilakoski, 2005, pp. 
11–12). In critical theory, educators are seen as intellectual transformative change 
agents who identify and address injustices in educational practice and also provide 
their students with the tools for active and critical participation regarding various 
societal issues (Giroux, 1998; McLaren, 2001; Popkewitz, 1999). One aim of this 
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research is to provide tools to support the intercultural learning processes of teachers 
so that teachers can actually become transformative intellectuals who also affect the 
intercultural learning processes of their students.  Although in my research focus is 
more on individuals than on structure, the assumption is that because it is individuals 
who create and build structures, they also have the potential to reconstruct, change 
and develop them.

2.3 Defi ning teacher’s intercultural competence

It can be argued that the term ‘intercultural competence’ has become infl ated 
as many different interest groups are using it for their own purposes (e.g., for 
improving global business productivity). The term could also be criticized for 
sounding too technical to describe a phenomenon that cannot be trivialized to the 
collection of specifi c skills. However, I think that it also depends on the way we 
defi ne intercultural competence. Intercultural competence can refer to an ability 
to perform a task satisfactorily, the task being clearly defi ned and the criteria of 
success being set out alongside (Whitty & Willmott in Glough & Holden, 1991, pp. 
39–40). Another approach is to view competence as something that, in addition to 
performance of action, encompasses intellectual, cognitive, attitudinal, emotional 
and social dimensions (Whitty & Willmott in Glough & Holden, pp. 39–40). In 
this study, intercultural competence is approached from this latter and broader 
perspective and it is argued that it is a process, not a ‘ready-made package’.  

In this study, intercultural competence and intercultural learning are seen to be 
intertwined. On the one hand, competence can be seen as a result of learning. On 
the other hand, as intercultural situations are always unique and culture is seen as a 
dynamic construction as described in Chapter 1.1., intercultural competence should 
be considered to be a process rather than an outcome; one is never fully interculturally 
competent. It can also be assumed that some intercultural competence is needed as a 
condition for intercultural learning to occur. Intercultural competence has been studied 
from various perspectives, and it has been described with different terms such as cross-
cultural competence, cultural sensitivity, cultural expertise or effectiveness, multicultural 
awareness (Bennett, 1993; Bennett & Gastiglioni, 2004; Lasonen & Halonen, 2009; 
Kealey, 1990; Salakka, 2005; Salo-Lee, 2007; Sue, Arrondo & McDavis, 1992; Talib, 
2005). Although each of these terms emphasizes slightly different aspects, they all 
refer to an ability to encounter diversity in a positive, respectful way. 

In many of the studies on intercultural competence, the focus relies on 
intercultural communication – the interplay between culture and communication in 
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human actions (Byram, Nicholas & Stevens, 2001; Kohonen, Jaatinen, Kaikkonen 
& Lehtovaara, 2001; Kaikkonen, 2004; Lustig & Koester, 1998; 2006; Lynch, 
1992; Salo-Lee, 2007). Moreover, in these studies, it is agreed that intercultural 
competence entails a lot more than mastering a foreign language or understanding 
non-verbal communication. Salo-Lee (2007, p. 80) writes about cultural literacy 
as a form of cultural capital that enables us to act sensitively and effectively in a 
world of differences.  Kohonen & al. (2001, pp. 66–69) argue that intercultural 
competence (including respect for diversity, empathy and tolerance of ambiguity) 
should be the goal of foreign language education. 

Another approach is to examine intercultural competence through such 
dimensions as attitudes, knowledge, skills, and action or cognitive, affective 
and behavioral dimensions (Sue, Arredondo, & McDavis, 1992; Taylor, 1994, 
Spitzberg & Changnon, 2009). These dimensions have also been the basis for my 
understanding of intercultural competence when constructing a theoretical model 
regarding it (see Chapter 4.1.). In line with this approach Deardorff (2006) has 
developed two different models of intercultural competence. One of them is a 
pyramid model, where the lower levels are viewed as enhancing the higher levels. 
In this model, knowledge and skills presuppose some attitudinal characteristics. 
These dimensions together are assumed to produce external and internal outcomes 
such as ethnorelative view, empathy, and appropriate and effective communication. 
The second model developed by Deardorff is called a process model of intercultural 
competence (2006, p. 256). This model contains the same elements as the pyramid 
model but it depicts the complexity of acquiring intercultural competence in 
outlining the movement and process orientation that occurs between the various 
elements. The process model also highlights the ongoing process of intercultural 
competence development. This has also been one of my assumptions about the 
nature of intercultural competence: it is a continual process of further development.

As this study deals with intercultural competence, especially in the context of 
teachers’ work, is it relevant to discuss the relation between teachers’ intercultural 
competence and teachers’ professionalism in general? As Luukkainen (2004, p. 72) 
points out, it is diffi cult to explicitly defi ne what professionalism is in teacher’s 
work. Conceptions on teachers’ professionalism have changed throughout history 
and it has also been argued whether teaching can be considered a profession in 
the fi rst place. When defi ning teachers’ professionalism, as well as intercultural 
competence, the central question is how are we to understand the nature of 
teachers’ work? Is it a combination of skills where certain didactic abilities play 
a central role? Or do we see teachers as autonomous, refl ective professionals who 
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constantly evaluate and develop themselves and their work (Räsänen, 2007a, 
p. 59)?

Ethics is often seen as a central part of teachers’ professionalism (Fullan, 
2001; Luukkainen, 2004; Strike & Soltis, 1985; Tirri, 1999). As Räsänen (2007a, 
p. 59) points out, education is never value-free and, consequently, the task of a 
teacher can be considered as an essentially ethical profession by nature for many 
reasons: teaching and education are inevitably value-laden activities; the partner in 
pedagogical relationships is often a child who is easy to infl uence; the teacher is 
always a model of an adult; and teaching has a wide infl uence on individuals, society 
and the future of humankind. Given the ethical aspect of the teaching profession, 
teaching is inevitably something more than a series of technical decisions made by 
experts who have a claim to authority (Sleeter & Montecinos, 1999, p. 116). Fullan 
(1999, pp. 32–33) introduces the concept of new professionalism, which emphasizes 
inquiry, moral purpose and c  hange agentry as the core of teachers’ work. 

I would argue that teachers’ intercultural competence defi nitely includes the 
characteristics described above, and it inevitably includes ethical aspects. However, 
intercultural competence has a specifi c context, as it particularly focuses on 
intercultural relations, from individual intercultural encounters to questions on social 
justice. Intercultural competence should not be seen as an additional or separate part of 
teachers’ professionalism, but more as a holistic perspective that affects all the choices 
that teachers make in the classrooms, society and the world.  Intercultural competence 
is thus teachers’ professionalism in intercultural contexts.  It is also important to point 
out that the professional competence that teachers need in the global world and diverse 
multicultural schools is very different than what it used to be when the task of the school 
was to support the construction of a rather ‘monocultural’ nation state (see Räsänen, 
2005, p. 92). 

There is a lot of literature focusing on global and intercultural education that 
also discusses the teachers’ professionalism and competence needed in multicultural 
classrooms (e.g., Banks, 1993, 2002, 2006; Bennett, 1995, 2005; Clayton, 2003; 
Hayden, Levy, & Thompson, 2007). In this literature, teachers’ competence is often 
related to either various pedagogical means, such as teaching methods or curriculum 
development strategies, students’ learning and how it differs within various so-
called minority groups and linguistic diversity in multicultural classrooms. All the 
previously mentioned aspects are, without a doubt, vital for teachers. However, as 
also discussed in Chapter 1.1., one of the assumptions guiding my research is that 
even though people should be understood in the context of the culture in which 
they grew up, it is essential to understand the dynamic nature of all cultures and 
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see people primarily as individuals and not merely as representatives of a certain 
group. And while it can help a teacher to know, for example, what kind of learning 
might be typical for a student whose origin is of a certain culture or country, it is 
just as important to be aware of the dangers of generalizations and stereotypes. 
There are no intercultural ‘didactic packages’ available for a teacher, although there 
are certain guidelines for working in multicultural contexts. 

Critical intercultural theorists, in particular, agree that although we defi nitely 
need intercultural competence to get into genuine dialogue with others, we also 
need it in order to broaden our cultural and global awareness and take a critical 
and responsible perspective to global issues and, especially, power questions 
(Andreotti, 2010; Freire, 1998; Giroux & McLaren, 2001; Nieto, 1999, 2002). 
When discussing teachers’ intercultural competence, it is important to look at the 
relation between culture, society and teachers’ work. Schools and teachers are 
often considered to be independent actors who transmit ‘neutral’ knowledge and 
values to students (May, 1999, p. 30; Tomperi, Vuorikoski, & Kiilakoski, 2005, 
p. 16; Räsänen, 2009, p. 6). However, as Räsänen (2009) points out, schools 
have been used for creating and strengthening prejudices, stereotypes and one-
sided ideas and images – either consciously or unconsciously. Critical pedagogy 
emphasizes that knowledge taught at school often serves the interests of those 
who hold the power (Nieto, 1996, pp. 310–321; Vuorikoski & Kiilakoski, 2005, 
p. 310). In multicultural classrooms, it is essential that teachers constantly refl ect 
on whose knowledge, whose culture and whose ideas they are transmitting to their 
students. An ideal is that school would support the identity and culture of all students 
and create a safe and equal learning environment for all, rather than for just those 
who belong to the so-called mainstream. Andreotti (2010) aptly summarises this 
aspect of teachers’ intercultural competence by writing:  

Teachers should raise their awareness and capacity to analyse and see the world 
from different perspectives, learning to listen and to negotiate in diverse and 
complex environments, and connecting to the worlds of their students in order 
to challenge and expand their boundaries (p. 10).

With this set of skills and attitudes, teachers can also start to support learners in 
learning to unlearn, to see different choices and possibilities and to imagine and to 
think alternatively (Andreotti, p. 10). 

Acquiring intercultural competence may sound demanding or even be viewed 
as an impossible task for a teacher, who often struggles with the lack of time and 
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other resources. Banks (1999, pp. 42–43) states that teachers with limited resources 
and low status do not have the strength to develop their teaching, not to mention 
the development of the school. In addition to this, practices and attitudes in school 
and society change slowly, and even teachers who have a genuine desire to change 
and develop issues may fi nd it easier to adapt to the existing structures.  In Finland 
as well, teachers are often faced with limited resources and lack of time as Talib 
(2002, p. 105) and Miettinen (2000, pp. 64–65) point out. In addition to this, lack of 
experience and lack of both pre- and in-service training in intercultural aspects have 
caused the feelings of frustration for teachers in Finland. However, it is important 
to recognize that intercultural competence should be understood more as a way 
of thinking that develops during a whole lifetime rather than as separate skills or 
abilities we need to adapt in addition to all the other contents of teacher education.

2.4 Perspectives to intercultural learning

Intercultural learning has been studied from various perspectives according to the 
way in which culture and learning are understood. In this study, various learning 
theories (transformative, experiential and sociocultural) are seen as approaches 
that provide analytical and theoretical tools that allow me to look at intercultural 
learning more broadly. In the beginning of the research process, I approached 
intercultural learning mainly as a transformative process. However, I found out 
that one theory is not enough to explain the various dimensions of intercultural 
learning. I believe that the three learning theories I have chosen for this study 
rather comprehensively describe the nature of intercultural learning. My viewpoint 
is that intercultural learning is holistic and transformative: it is not a matter of 
acquiring a ready-made package of knowledge and skills but learning a certain way 
of approaching the world and other people. Taylor (1994, pp. 390) defi nes the goal 
of intercultural learning as ‘being inclusive of a higher state of consciousness and a 
more integrative world view’.  Intercultural learning can thus be defi ned as holistic 
learning that affects our knowledge, emotions and actions. In essence, it is learning 
in the direction of intercultural competence as described in the previous chapter. 

There are studies that view intercultural learning as a process that occurs when 
a person moves to another country to live, study or work to for a considerable 
period of time (Bennett, 1993, 2009; Landis & Bennett, 2004; Taylor, 1994). In 
these approaches, cultural differences are highlighted and culture shock has been 
considered to be a signifi cant trigger for intercultural learning.  The early studies 
on culture shock tended to highlight the negative aspects of exposure to another 
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culture ( Furnham & Bochner, 1994; Marx 1999). The adaptation process was seen 
to be characterised by strong mental and physical reactions and there was a strong 
clinical orientation in these early culture shock studies (Ward, Bocher & Furham, 
2001, p. 36). Later on, the researchers started to question the assumption that cross-
cultural contact is so stressful as to necessiate medical treatment (Zhou, Jindal-
Snape, Topping & Todman, 2008, p. 64). The new perspective emphasised culture 
shock as a dynamic learning experience: people are not passive victims but they 
are actively responding to and resolving problems stemming from change (Ibid., 
p. 65). Thus, culture shock can be a positive experience; it sensitises an individual 
to the new environment, evokes enthusiasm and increases motivation to cope with 
the situation (Berry, 1990;  Salakka, 2005). Intercultural learning theorists naturally 
approach culture shock as a possibility for learning, although the process may 
include crises. Furthermore, they emphasise the importance of preparations and 
orientations to a new cultural experience, as well as possibility to refl ect one’s own 
feelings during and after the change.  

One of the most referred to models of intercultural learning is M  ilton Bennett’s 
Developmental Model of Intercultural Sensitivity (Bennett, 1993; also Landis & 
Bennett, 2004). The basic assumption of this model is that intercultural sensitivity 
can be developed through intercultural experiences, the trigger being the cultural 
differences that we encounter. There are six different stages in Bennett’s model 
and the idea is that through different experiences, training and support, a person 
gradually moves from ethnocentric to ethnorelative stages when encountering 
cultural differences. 

There are also studies in the area of intercultural learning that focus on the impact 
of rather short-term pedagogical interventions on students’ intercultural learning 
such as study units, web-courses (or other types of information technology uses), 
exchange studies and internships (e.g., Helm, 2009; Jackson, 2009; Munro, 2007; 
Pelkonen, 2005; Chaput, O’Sullivan & Arnold 2010; Teräs, 2009). Intercultural 
learning has also been discussed from the perspective of second language education 
when the focus has been on the cultural dimension of communication (e.g., Atay, 
2005; Byram & Grundy, 2003; Kohonen & al., 2001).  

In my study, intercultural learning is seen from a bit different perspective as 
during the research process I have started to consider it to be a process that may 
already begin during childhood and continue throughout life. Both long- and short-
term cultural experiences as well as language learning play an important role in 
this process, but intercultural learning also includes other kinds of experiences. 
The assumption in this study is that intercultural learning can take place in 
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formal, informal and non-formal settings and that it can be planned or incidental. 
Incidental learning is understood as learning that takes place as a by-product of 
some other activity, such as interpersonal interaction (Marsick & Watkins, 2001). 
In intercultural interactions, this kind of learning is typical: when interacting with 
diverse people, we often unconsciously learn about various types of verbal and non-
verbal communication, for example. According to Marsick and Watkins (2001), 
incidental learning takes place everywhere, but people are not always conscious 
of it, while informal learning is usually intentional though not highly structured. 
Informal and incidental learning are often the result of a signifi cant unplanned or 
unexpected event.

In the following chapters, various learning theories (transformative, experiential 
and sociocultural) are discussed as approaches that illuminate the different 
dimensions of intercultural learning. Although intercultural learning has mostly 
been situated in the context of adult learning, in my research, I study intercultural 
learning as a process that may already begin during childhood. 

2.4.1 Intercultural learning as transformative process

When we learn, our knowledge, skills or attitudes change in one way or another. 
According to Kegan (2000), transformative learning not only changes what we 
know, it also changes how we know. Through transformative learning, people 
start to see phenomena and the world differently; they become critically aware of 
their own tacit assumptions and expectations and those of others, and assess their 
relevance in coming up with an interpretation (Mezirow, 2000, p. 4). Similarly, in 
intercultural learning as well, the central idea is that we start to see ourselves, our 
lives and the world differently than before.

Taylor (1994, 1998, 2007) is among the few researchers who have clearly 
related intercultural learning to a learning theory that attempts to describe what 
happens in that process, and he has placed it within the framework of transformative 
learning (Mezirow, 1991, 2000, 2009). Transformative learning theory has been 
developed mainly in the context of adult education and it explains how acquired 
meaning structures (i.e., beliefs, attitudes and emotional reactions) are transformed 
during a lifetime. These meaning structures are frames of reference that are based 
on the entirety of an individual’s cultural and contextual experiences and they 
infl uence how one behaves and interprets events (Mezirow, 2009; Taylor, 1998; see 
also Salakka, 2005).
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According to Mezirow, a certain ‘precondition for change’ is needed for 
perspective transformation. Mezirow refers to the ‘disorienting dilemma’ as a 
catalyst for learning during a life crisis or a signifi cant transition in life (Mezirow, 
1995a, p. 50). In intercultural learning, culture shock could be considered as one 
such crisis. When this precondition for change takes place in peoples’ lives, in 
order to change their meaning structures, learners must engage in critical refl ection 
on their experiences, which, in turn, leads to a transformation of perspective 
(Mezirow, p. 1991, p. 167). Mezirow has divided the refl ection of transformative 
experiences into three categories: refl ection, critical refl ection and critical self-
refl ection. While refl ection makes one conscious of one’s own ways of perceiving, 
thinking and experiencing different situations, critical refl ection goes further to the 
validity testing of these premises, their sources and consequences. Critical self-
refl ection includes the evaluation of one’s meaning perspectives and the ways of 
questioning them (Jokikokko, Lamminmäki-Kärkkäinen, & Räsänen, 2004, p. 334; 
Mezirow, 1995b, p. 46).  

Perspective transformation is thus the process of becoming critically aware 
of how and why our assumptions have come to guide the way we perceive, 
understand and feel about the world. In intercultural learning, this process of 
becoming critically aware of our assumptions, and especially aware of how our 
community and background have affected us, is considered to be essential in order 
to understand and appreciate other cultures, to take on perspectives and to look at 
issues through another person’s eyes (Andreotti & Souza, 2008; Bredella, 2003, p. 
39; Bennett 1995, p. 261; Noel, 1995, pp. 269–270). 

Freire (1972, 2000) can also be considered an advocate of transformative 
learning.  For him, the focus in transformative learning is social justice, and the 
transformation process should not only take place in an individual, but also on a 
societal level. Both Freire and Mezirow agree that adult education should lead to 
emancipation (Braumgartner, 2001). For Freire, emancipation means learning new 
perspectives through consciousness-raising (conscientization) that helps people  act 
to transform their own life and society (Freire, 2000). For Mezirow (1990, p. 14), 
emancipation means a ‘more inclusive, permeable, and integrative perspective’ in 
one’s own life achieved through the critical self-refl ection described earlier.  

When looking at intercultural learning from the perspective of transformative 
theory, it starts with a disorienting dilemma when people interact with other people 
or cultural settings that are somehow unfamiliar to them. According to Taylor 
(1994), what is happening to ‘a stranger’ in the initial phases of the intercultural 
experience is that his or her new cultural experiences cannot be explained in light 
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of his or her pre-established meaning schemes and meaning perspectives. These 
experiences are even more diffi cult to comprehend if individuals are unaware of 
how their perspectives have been shaped by factors of their own culture and are 
constraining their understanding of the new culture. At this point, ‘a stranger’ is 
attempting to make sense of his or her experience and is going through a phase 
of ‘self-examination with feelings of guilt or shame’ (Mezirow, 1991, p. 168).  As 
intercultural events continue to unfold, the process of critical refl ection begins, 
which is essential to perspective transformation, whereby people begin to challenge 
personal constructs built on prior experiences and knowledge. It is essential for 
people to develop a broader world view. Not only must they become aware of 
their long-standing and taken-for-granted meaning perspective (cultural and 
personal constructs), but they must also question their very validity through critical 
refl ection. In addition, a person must begin the questioning of personal and social 
ideologies (Taylor, 1994, p. 402). As Taylor points out (Taylor, p. 403), critical 
refl ection alone will not lead to a perspective transformation. Transformation needs 
to take place in conjunction with action and discourse. A person needs to explore 
and experiment with new roles in new intercultural situations and be in dialogue 
with others. 

An important question is: what conditions are needed in order for critical 
refl ection to begin?  Some people are unwilling or unable to view culture shock 
as a learning opportunity or to conduct ongoing discourse with other people. In 
educational settings, transformative, intercultural learning and refl ection can 
be encouraged but in informal learning situations, the refl ection process is not 
necessarily supported. The conditions required for critical refl ection to take place 
are discussed more in Chapter 6.3. of this summary. 

Mezirow’s transformative learning theory has been claimed to be too 
individualistic and cognitive centred and that it ignores the affective, emotional 
and social aspects of the learning process (Braumgartner, 2001; Taylor, 1998, 
2007). However, in his recent work (2000, 2009), Mezirow has acknowledged the 
importance of feelings and social context in meaning-making processes.  Mezirow 
(2000) has redefi ned his idea of transformative learning by stating that ‘learning 
occurs in the real world in complex institutional, interpersonal and historical 
settings and must be understood in the cultural orientations embodied in our frames 
of reference’ (p. 24, see also Mälkki & Lindblom-Ylänne, in press).  Institutional, 
interpersonal and sociocultural settings as well as feelings are also important in 
the process of teachers’ intercultural learning as explained in Chapter 5.2. of this 
summary.
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Furthermore, in different studies that have discussed transformative learning 
in various contexts (Taylor, 1998, 2000), it has been argued that transformative 
learning is not as linear of a process as Mezirow originally conceptualised it, but 
that it can be fl uid and recursive. Taylor (2000, p. 300) also points out that the 
disorienting dilemma, which was originally conceptualised as a single, dramatic 
event, may actually be a ‘long cumulative process’. This is also something that 
my research on teachers’ intercultural learning strongly supports: it is more often a 
cumulative series of incidents rather than a single event that promotes intercultural 
learning. This is discussed more in Chapter 5.2. of this summary.  

2.4.2 Intercultural learning as experiential process

Learning by experience is a very broad concept that includes different types of 
theoretical starting points. The roots of experiential learning originate from 
various fi elds of education: Dewey’s progressive pedagogy (Dewey, 1958, 1960), 
Piaget’s developmental cognitive psychology (Flavell, 1970) and Lewin’s social 
psychology (Lewin, 1951) are some of the most signifi cant theories contributed 
to the experiential learning. Later on, e.g. Kolb (1984) and Jarvis (1987) have 
developed the theory of experiential learning further. Kolb has constructed his well-
known model of experiential learning on the basis of the work of Piaget, Dewey 
and Lewin (Kolb, 1984, pp. 21–24). Although Kolb’s model has been criticised 
(Jarvis 1987; Tennant, 1997) it is still found in many of the studies in the area of 
adult education as well as life-long learning and informal education.  

According to Tuomisto (1998), learning by experience takes place at home, in 
our spare time, at work and through other societal actions. In institutional contexts, 
the term ‘experiential learning’ is used to refer to a wide range of educational 
approaches in which formal learning is integrated with practical work and informal 
learning in a number of settings (Kohonen & al., 2001, p. 23). Learning by 
experience is a natural part of intercultural learning as certain types of intercultural 
experiences are always needed in that process. According to Kolb (1986), experience 
can be defi ned as acquiring knowledge and skills followed by direct participation 
in a certain action or situation. Kolb’s idea of experiential learning includes many 
elements that are similar to Mezirow’s model, such as the signifi cance of refl ection 
and that the learning begins with some sort of trigger.  However, in Kolb’s model, 
this trigger can be ‘a daily’ experience, not just major life crises. For Kolb, the 
assumed starting point for experiential learning is experience as such, while in 
transformative learning it is usually assumed that refl ection (and learning) requires 
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some sort of disturbance or crisis (see Mälkki & Lindblom-Ylänne in press).  
Aittola (1998, p. 64) points out that for everyday experiences to become meaningful 
learning experiences, refl ection is needed. Aittola (p. 64) argues that the most of the 
signifi cant and transformative learning experiences are triggered by informal life 
situations.  

Marsick and Watkins (2001, p. 28) describe the following characteristics as 
being typical for experiential learning. In my opinion, these characteristics also 
describe the nature of intercultural learning:

• It is integrated with daily routines.
• It is triggered by an internal or external jolt.
• It is not highly conscious.
• It is haphazard and infl uenced by chance.
• It is an inductive process of refl ection and action.
• It is linked to the learning of others.

According to Tuomisto (1998, p. 39; see also Marsick & Watkins, 2001), ‘everyday’ 
learning can be divided into three different but interrelated categories: unconscious 
hidden learning, self-directed/goal oriented learning and learning by experience 
(which has been described above). In unconscious hidden learning we are not 
aware that we are learning and that is why it is diffi cult or impossible to refl ect or 
control our learning (compare research on hidden curriculum by e.g., Lynch, 1989; 
Karjalainen, 1996; Margolis, 2001). Goal oriented learning includes learners’ 
willingness to try to make sense of, understand or control challenges in their lives 
and work, a basic interest and openness towards new situations and a tendency to 
think individually and distinctively. This kind of learning can be seen as a necessary 
condition for intercultural learning: people need to possess a certain kind of interest 
and openness towards otherness and diversity if they want to, for instance, develop 
their intercultural competences. A certain amount of toleration of uncertainty and 
stress is also a necessary condition for intercultural learning situations (Kohonen & 
al., 2001, p. 67; Lustig & Koester, 1998). 

2.4.3 Intercultural learning as sociocultural process

Sociocultural learning process is based on the idea that knowing involves the agency 
of other people and is mediated by community and culture (Vygotski 1962, Cole, 
John-Steiner, Scribner & Souberman 1978). In the area of sociocultural learning 
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there are various pedagogical approaches and concepts such as collaborative 
learning, co-operative learning and peer collaboration which usually are based 
on the socio-constructivist paradigm of learning. While both transformative and 
experiential learning theories emphasize the importance of cognitive self-refection 
for learning and change, sociocultural learning theories highlight the fact that 
our learning experiences always occur in a certain context – personal, social, 
professional and cultural – and that these contexts play a key role in infl uencing the 
way in which people interpret the situation and learn. It is not only that environment 
and other people affect our learning, but as collaborative learning (e.g., Kaartinen & 
Kumpulainen, 2002; Rogoff, 2003; Wells, 1999; Wells & Claxton, 2002) suggests, 
two or more people can actually learn and create something together and thus, 
learning becomes a mutual construction of new knowledge and a shared experience.  

Sociocultural theories have challenged, in particular, cognitively oriented 
approaches to learning and teaching, which assume that knowledge and skill are 
acquired by mental or cognitive processes ‘inside our heads’. Säljö (2001) argues 
that in the cognitive approach, the environment and other people are seen as more 
or less passive objects of a learner’s action, while in sociocultural learning it is 
perceived that a person learns through participating in certain interactive relations 
(see also Greeno, 1998;  Lave & Wenger, 1993). Thus, in sociocultural theories, 
learning is viewed as a social event in which cultural and historical context is present 
(Cole, 1996; Vygotsky, 1962). According to Säljö (2001), learning always involves 
co-operation between people; we are cultural beings and we act and think with 
other people in everyday situations. From the sociocultural point of view, learning 
is often unconscious and incidental. In intercultural learning, the means, tools and 
restrictions the environment offers for learning do matter (Cole, 1996). For example, 
the learning processes of so-called third culture kids (Pollock & VanReken, 2001) 
spending part of their childhood in countries and cultures other than their own 
and of children who have spent their whole life in a rather monocultural village 
are very likely to be different. On the other hand, spending time in a different 
culture, country or physical environment as such does not automatically lead to 
intercultural learning or a broader world view. 

Lave and Wenger’s theory (1992) on situated learning is also worth discussing 
when analyzing intercultural learning as a sociocultural process. Lave and Wenger 
(1992, p. 15) perceive learning as a process that takes place in a participation 
framework rather than in the mind of an individual. Learning is thus mediated 
by the differences of perspective among co-participants. According to Lave and 
Wenger (1992), the defi ning characteristic of learning as a situated activity is a 
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process that they refer to as legitimate peripheral participation. In this process, 
learners are participants in a community of practitioners. The knowledge and skills 
owned by the practitioners require newcomers to move toward full participation 
in the sociocultural practices of the community. These communities of practice, 
which usually consist of a rather small amount of people, are an inseparable part of 
our everyday life. Each of us belongs to several different communities of practice 
at home, at school, at work and during free time activities (Lave & Wenger, p. 15). 
These groups, which are often informal networks, have shared mental or functional 
aims that make individuals in the group act together (Hakkarainen, Lonka, & 
Lipponen, 2004). In intercultural learning, these communities are signifi cant, as 
described in Chapter 5.3. of this summary. According to Lave and Wenger (1992, 
p. 20), the situatedness of activity refers to the negotiated character of meaning and 
the nature of learning activity concerned for the people involved. In other words, 
the idea is that all activity is situated. From a sociocultural perspective, intercultural 
learning can be understood as the previously described negotiation process in which 
a person construes his/her identity in dialogue and through negotiation with other 
individuals as well as the environment. 
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3 Methodological choices during the research 
process: from phenomenography to 
narrative research

The methodological approaches as well the data collection methods in this doctoral 
thesis have changed during the research process as the researcher’s understanding of 
the nature of the research topic has deepened. However, from the very beginning of 
the research process, my interests have been on teachers’ experiences, understanding 
and ideas on those intercultural competences that teachers fi nd important in their 
work and life, and how this competence can be learnt.

In the beginning of this research process, my aim was to determine how 
teachers describe and conceptualise the intercultural competence that is needed 
in their work. Teachers themselves were considered to have fi rsthand experience 
with this and that is why they were chosen as the sources of information. I chose 
the phenomenographical research approach for investigating teachers’ intercultural 
competence because I thought that the description categories I would form on the 
basis of the teachers’ conceptions could provide new knowledge and understanding 
of the phenomenon called ‘teachers’ intercultural competence’. The interest was 
clearly in people’s qualitatively differing perceptions of intercultural competence. 
According to Marton (1986), there is no objective knowledge about social reality 
but one can get the information and knowledge through the various conceptions 
of people. The philosophical assumption of this study is that each human being 
individually, as well as socially, constructs meanings on social phenomena around 
them, or as Mezirow (1996) writes, knowledge is not ‘out there’ to be discovered 
but is created from interpretations and reinterpretations in light of new experiences. 

Similarly, in this study it is assumed that intercultural learning and intercultural 
competence are phenomena which are experienced, at least to a certain extent, 
differently by each human being; meanings related to those phenomena are thus 
individually construed. Even though they are individuals, social relationships and 
sociocultural context play a signifi cant role in peoples’ learning, knowledge, skills 
and experiences. Furthermore, individuals’ experiences are not totally unique, 
because our experiences always refl ect the historical and cultural contexts of where 
we live. By nature, human beings interact with others and in this interactive process 
they formulate their conceptions of various phenomena together. Individuals’ 
experiences also modify common experience (MacIntyre, 1981). Thus, I think that 
teachers’ conceptions on intercultural competence and their stories on intercultural 
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learning are not totally subjective, but that there is also something general in them 
that helps us to understand the nature of these phenomena. 

When approaching teachers’ conceptions on intercultural competence 
phenomenographically, I thought that a rather clear and systematic model for 
the phenomenological data analysis was well suited for analyzing my research 
data.  I also liked the idea that in phenomenographical study, the data is analysed 
as a whole: there is no need to look at research subjects as individuals or to be 
interested in the reasons why they have certain kinds of conceptions. One person 
can have many different conceptions of intercultural competence. Interestingly, this 
impersonality and ‘facelessness’ of the research subjects became a problem when I 
grew interested in their individual learning processes. 

There were also other reasons for transferring from p    henomenographical 
to narrative research. When my interest moved from the nature of intercultural 
competence towards its development process, I realized that the phenomenographical 
approach may be insuffi cient. I had found out, when interviewing teachers, that 
they talked about the development of intercultural competence mainly as a lifelong 
process, which already starts in childhood and is affected by many different 
life experiences. I did not think that approaching intercultural learning through 
teachers’ conceptions by creating description categories about the whole data 
would necessarily give me the best possible tools by which to understand these 
individual, diverse processes in a biographical context.

When collecting data for my fi rst articles, I also noticed that my research 
subjects willingly told about their experiences in a narrative form.  I became 
interested in narrative research and it somehow felt natural to approach teachers’ 
intercultural learning on the basis of the teachers’ narratives. As the processes of 
intercultural learning seemed to be personal, the biographical perspective became 
another methodological frame for researching teachers’ intercultural learning.

Although I have applied two different methodological approaches in my 
thesis, I do not see them as contradictory. In both approaches, the interest lies in the 
meanings that people give to phenomena around them. In the phenomenographical 
approach, it is thought that we can describe a reality with the help of various 
conceptions, while in narrative research it is acknowledged that narratives are 
always situational and personal. However, these narratives still have the potential 
to deepen our understanding and obtain new knowledge and perspectives on certain 
phenomena.

For this doctoral thesis, I have collected data twice. The original idea was 
that there will be a longitudinal aspect in my study; that I would study the same 
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Table 1. Summary of the methodological approaches, data and research subjects in the 
empirical articles of the doctoral thesis.
 
Article Methodological 

Approach

Data Research

subjects

Article II: Interculturally 

trained Finnish 

teachers’ conceptions 

of diversity and 

intercultural 

competences

Phenomenographical 

approach

15 open-ended 

questionnaires

10 semi-structured 

interviews (7 of 

these interviewees 

also answered the 

questionnaire)

Former ITE students who 

had been working 1-2 years 

after graduation, 

Interviews: 8 females, 2 

males

Questionnaires: 14 females, 

1 male

Article III: Refl ections 

on interculturally 

oriented teachership

Narrative approach 10 semi-structured 

interviews  

Former ITE students 

who had been working 

approximately 5 years after 

graduation: 8 females, 2 

males

Article IV: The meaning 

of signifi cant others for 

teachers’ intercultural 

learning

Narrative approach 10 biographical 

drawings and 

interviews (5 of the 

research subjects 

are the same who 

were also interviewed 

in semi-structured 

interviews)

Former ITE students 

who had been working 

approximately 5 years after  

graduation: 8 females, 2 

males

Article V: Rethinking 

teachers’ intercultural 

learning

Narrative approach 10 biographical 

drawings and 

interviews (5 of the 

research subjects 

are the same ones 

who also participated 

in semi-structured 

interviews)

Former ITE students 

who had been working 

approximately 5 years after 

graduation: 8 females, 2 

males

teachers’ ideas of intercultural competence when they were newly graduated and 
after they had been working for some years. However, this idea changed as some of 
my informants moved abroad and it was more or less impossible to interview them 
again. Moreover, my research questions were modifi ed and I did not think that the 
longitudinal aspect would be necessary to understanding the nature of teachers’ 
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intercultural learning. However, some of the research subjects are the same in both 
data collection cycles. The fi rst data collection took place in 2001 and the second 
in 2005. These data collection processes are described in detail in Chapters 3.3. and 
3.6. The following table summarises the methodological approaches that are used, 
what the data consist of, and who the research subjects are in each article. Article I 
is theoretical and that is why it is not mentioned in the table.

Data in article II have been collected and analysed phenomenographically. 
The same data have been used in article III but in that article they have been 
analysed as narratives. This article is methodologically in a transitional phase from 
phenomenography to narrative research. The two newest articles (IV and V) are 
based on biographical interviews and the data have been analysed as narratives. In 
the following chapters, I fi rst discuss my research subjects and then describe the 
two methodological approaches, data collection and analyses that I have used in 
my research. 

3.1 Former ITE (Intercultural Teacher Education) students as 
research subjects

The teachers who are the research subjects in this study have studied in the 
Intercultural Teacher Education (ITE) Programme  in Oulu. The ITE programme 
is a master’s degree programme for intercultural educational tasks providing 
the qualifi cations for the post of primary school teacher. The special aim of this 
education is to respond to the challenges posed by globalization and diversity. 
In the fi eld of education, this manifests itself as a need for teachers who are 
capable of acting as experts in educational tasks in an increasingly international 
and multicultural society, both in Finland and abroad.  In accordance with the 
Bologna ag reement and statute (794/2004), the programme has two cycles: 
180 points to the bachelor’s level and a further 120 points to the master’s level. 
The graduates from the programme work in various fi elds of education such as 
teaching multicultural classes in different countries; performing project leader and 
coordinator duties as well as international consultant work; educational policy 
and administration; and taking part in multidisciplinary research projects. As in 
any teacher education programme, ITE includes studies in educational sciences 
and various school subjects including teaching practice periods. To direct students 
towards international perspectives, they provide many special courses as part of 
the programme that focus on intercultural education, global education, comparative 
education, educational policy and leadership, and development and education. 
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The programme includes studies abroad for at least one term. The language of 
instruction is largely English, so the programme is also suitable for students from 
other countries, provided their language skills are adequate (Master of Education, 
International Programme homepage.)

Students who come to study in the programme have very different backgrounds. 
Some have lived abroad for several years, while others have lived in rather 
monocultural environments their entire lives and started their studies straight after 
secondary school. When selecting students for the ITE programme, one starting 
point has been to form study groups that are as multicultural as possible, as a diverse 
student teachers’ group in itself is seen as an important resource for the prospective 
teachers’ learning. However, one can assume that global issues are of interest to all 
these different ITE groups since they have applied for this special teacher education 
programme and have been accepted through a rather tight application process. 

I have chosen teachers who have graduated from this programme to be my research 
subjects, because one can assume that they are able to elaborate their intercultural 
learning experiences and intercultural competence as they have got an education 
which focuses on those issues. When conducting this research, I have sometimes been 
criticised for choosing former ITE teachers to be my research subjects. I have been 
told that because these teachers are already interested in intercultural issues before 
undergoing this education, their learning processes are very likely to be different 
than those of most ‘ordinary’ teachers. I am sure that there are plenty of teachers 
who have not studied in the ITE programme but who have gone through signifi cant 
intercultural learning processes. However, my aim in this study is not to evaluate 
whether my research subjects are interculturally competent or not, or how competent 
they are compared to, for example, teachers who are not interculturally trained. 
According to Hirsjärvi and Hurme (2001), rather than choosing our research subjects 
accidentally, we should choose people from whom we can best get the knowledge 
regarding the issues we fi nd to be of interest.  In addition to the assumption that my 
research subjects can provide me with knowledge on intercultural competence and 
intercultural learning, I have chosen them because I am also interested in the role 
of teacher education in the process of their intercultural learning. However, again, 
I want to emphasize that my aim in this study is not to evaluate ITE programme or 
its effectiveness in producing intercultural competence. Furthermore, I think that by 
investigating these teachers’ learning processes, we can learn about the conditions 
that are important for intercultural learning. 

My research subjects are working in various fi elds of education and teaching. 
Some are working as teachers in international schools, language immersion classes 
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or immigrant preparatory classes. Others work as teachers in ‘ordinary’ Finnish 
schools, which are, nowadays, more and more multicultural. However, as diversity is 
understood broadly in this study (and includes subcultural differences), one can argue 
that all classrooms are diverse and that everyone needs intercultural competence. 
As Nieto (1996) points out, it is often the so-called mainstream students who need 
multicultural education most as they have possibly never needed to look at issues 
from various cultural perspectives or tried to understand diversity and global issues.  

Most of my interviewees are females; however, there are also some males 
involved as can be seen from Table 1. This amount refl ects the male-female ratio 
in Finnish primary teacher education. Because most of my research subjects are 
female, I use ‘she’ in this summary when writing about my research subjects.  
All the interviewees whom I asked to participate in this research were willing to 
participate. The criteria that I used when selecting my research subjects were their 
various backgrounds and work experiences. Some of my research subjects have 
multicultural and multilingual backgrounds, while others have lived in the same 
city or village nearly all their lives. However, this does not mean that these people 
would not have faced diversity and intercultural experiences during their lives. 
For the second data collection phase (biographical interviews), I chose only those 
former ITE students who were working or had been working as teachers on different 
levels; from primary to adult education. In the fi rst data collection phase, there are 
some who work as other type of educational experts rather than as teachers.  All 
the research subjects started their studies in intercultural teacher education in the 
90s, when the programme was still relatively new. When the data was collected, my 
research subjects were all relatively young – from 25 to 32 years old. As mentioned 
earlier, I had known some of the interviewees as classmates beforehand and knew 
the others by name only before the interviews. 

3.2 Phenomenographical approach

Phenomenography is a relatively new research approach developed by Ference 
Marton’s research group in Sweden in the 1970s. It traditionally concentrated on the 
research of learning but later broadened to describe different views and ideas about 
reality. Phenomenography is not a coherent methodological approach; it has been 
argued whether it is a whole methodological approach or just a method of analysis. 
I agree with Huusko and Paloniemi (2006, p. 163), who see phenomenography as 
being not only a method of analysis but also a wider approach that guides the whole 
research process and includes certain ontological and epistemological assumptions. 
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Phenomenography focuses on people’s conceptions and ideas and their 
qualitative differences (Ahonen, 1994; Ashworth & Lucas, 1998; Marton, 1986, 
1994; Metsämuuronen, 2006; Uljens, 1989; Åkerlind, 2005). Conception is 
understood to be the dynamic construction on some phenomenon of a reality. It can 
refer to ‘ways of experiencing’, ‘ways of conceptualizing’ or ‘ways of understanding’ 
a phenomenon. Phenomenon thus refers to human experience of the world from 
which an individual actively constructs his/her conception (Marton & Pong, 2005, p. 
336). People experience the phenomena of a reality differently and that is why they 
construe different conceptions of the same issue. It is assumed that the experiences 
and knowledge that a person has gained in a particular social context affect his/her 
way of interpreting and giving meaning to the surrounding world (Marton, 1986, 
1990; Uljens, 1989). In this research, phenomenography has been used to describe 
intercultural competence through teachers’ conceptions of that phenomenon. 

In recent years, phenomenography has been further developed and made even 
more systematic. According to Marton and Pong (2005, p. 336), conception can 
be characterized as being composed of both a particular meaning of an individual 
object (referential aspect) and the combination of features discerned and focused 
upon by the subject (structural aspect). While capturing the meaning of a concept is a 
matter of interpreting what a person is saying, the structural aspect can be identifi ed 
by linguistic markers. These two aspects are intertwined in nature (Marton & Pong, 
p. 336). However, in my research, the meaning aspect of the conceptions is 
prevalent. In the following chapters, I fi rst describe how I collected data for this 
part of the research and then introduce how I analysed and interpreted the data.

3.3 Phenomenographical theme interviews

The fi rst data collection, which took place in 2001, is the data that has been used 
in articles II and III. I fi rst sent a rather open questionnaire (see Appendix 1) to all 
the former ITE students who had graduated from the programme by August 2001. 
I sent a total of 30 questionnaires, and despite the reminders, only 15 of them 
were returned. The feedback I got feedback from some of the informants stated 
that answering the questionnaire was very time-consuming; there were a lot of 
questions and it was diffi cult to answer them briefl y. However, the data I managed 
to get was valuable, as most of the people who replied wrote really long answers to 
the questions (in some cases, several pages) to describe their ideas and experiences. 

In phenomenographical study, the dominant method for collecting data has 
been the individual interview as it is thought that an interview is the best way 
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to explore people’s awareness (Marton, 1994). That is why I also interviewed 10 
people (7 of which had also answered the questionnaire). The interview type was 
a theme interview (see Appendix 2). According to Hirsjärvi and Hurme (2001, pp. 
47–48, 66), the theme interview is more structured than the open interview, as the 
themes are the same for all the informants although the order of discussing the 
themes is not necessarily the same.  I fi rst tried to start with rather open questions 
related to my interview themes and then asked more specifi c questions if needed. 
In the phenomenographical interview, most questions should follow from what the 
subject says. I think that I managed to provide room for my research subjects’ free 
speech as assumed in the theme and phenomenographical interview, but I am also 
aware that in some situations I too eagerly wanted to lead the discussion back to 
those themes that were, in my opinion, relevant. Being a novice interviewer, I also 
felt that I was not always able to fully concentrate on the interviewee but was also 
checking my papers now and then to make sure that all the themes were discussed. 
Still, I feel that in all cases, the interviews were rather free and relaxed discussions. 
Marton (1994) emphasizes that phenomenographical interviews should be carried 
out as a dialogue. The ideal is that experiences and understandings are jointly 
constituted by interviewer and interviewee and they are aspects of the research 
subject’s awareness that change from being unrefl ected to being refl ected (Marton, 
1994).  In practice, I tried to get teachers to tell about their experiences of situations 
where they needed intercultural competence and to refl ect on those experiences. 
These interviews lasted from 45 to 90 minutes each and were recorded and 
transcribed word by word. I let the interviewees choose the interview location. 
Three of the interviews took place at interviewees’ homes, two at their work places, 
two at the University of Oulu, two at my home and one outside in a park.  

3.4 Phenomenographical data analysis

Marton has developed a rather clear model of data analysis for phenomenographical 
research (see Marton, 1994; Uljens, 1989). I used both open-ended questionnaires 
and theme interviews as my data. After transcribing and reading the data several 
times and getting an overall idea of its contents, I started the process of looking for 
the relevant meaning units. Usually, this meaning unit was a broader episode from 
the text that was somehow related to my research questions. As Marton (1994) 
points out, interpretation should focus on ideas, not on separate words. First, I did 
this by colouring all the meaning units from the text. Next, I started the process of 
coding by giving more general labels to all meaning units to better understand the 
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similarities and differences between the meaning units.  At this stage, I collected all 
the labels to a fi le and moved my analysis from paper to computer. I then compared 
these labels or codes and defi ned the qualitative differences between them. On the 
basis of this fi rst coding, the fi rst level description categories were formulated. 
As Marton and Booth (1997, p. 125) point out, when forming the categories, 
the amount of meaning units that support the formation of the same category is 
not important. Interest is in qualitative differences, not on quantity. The idea in 
phenomenographical study is that these description categories on each level have 
certain criteria that describe their qualitative differences. This was the challenge 
in my study. It seemed that many of the categories were overlapping and it was 
diffi cult to determine the qualitative difference between the categories. Sometimes 
I had to go back to the context (interview or questionnaire) where I had taken the 
meaning unit. The analysis process continued in a similar way on each level, so 
next, I started to fi nd out what was still similar on these fi rst level categories and 
combined the fi rst level categories under more abstract ideas. Finally, I managed 
to get to third level categories through this process.  To make this more concrete, 
an example of this categorisation system can be found in Figures 2, 3 and 4 below:

Figure 2. Third level description categories regarding teachers’ intercultural compe-
tence.

The fi gure above (2) shows the third level of meaning categories, which also form 
one result of this study. On the third level of meaning categories, intercultural 
competence was conceptualized as a) ethical orientation, b) effi ciency orientation 
and c) pedagogical orientation. These categories were qualitatively different as they 
included different conceptions of the aims, emphasis and values of intercultural 
competence. In Figures 3 and 4, I demonstrate how one of these categories, ‘ethical 
orientation’, was created.  



46

Figure 3.  Example of second and fi rst level categories. 

Figure 4.  Example of meaning units forming the fi rst level categories. 

The fi rst level categories were formed on the basis of the meaning units (Figure 
4). At this level, the fi st level categories describe the variation on the whole data.  
On the second level, the fi rst level meaning categories are thematised under three 
broader themes: 1) values, 2) interpersonal characteristics and 3) general orientation 
towards the world (Figure 3). These categories seem overlapping, but if we look at 
the context (go back to meaning units) we can fi nd differences. Values are related to 
one’s world view and ways of thinking. Interpersonal characteristics, on the other 
hand, were described more as those qualities that are somehow inborn, that a person 
either has or does not have. Basic orientation towards the world was more related to 
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how we should approach issues, and how we should think and act in intercultural 
situations and the world. All these three categories, however, were seen to be part 
of ethical orientation, which formed a third level description category to describe 
the nature of intercultural competence.

3.5 Narrative research approach

This research also lies within the framework of narrative research22 (Clandinin, 2007; 
Goodson & Sikes, 2001; Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, & Zilber, 1998; Riessman, 1993, 
2002; among others). According to Bruner (1990, p. 35), narrative is an organizing 
principle by which people organize their experience, knowledge and transaction with the 
social world. Bruner (1986) defi nes different ways of knowing: narrative paradigmatic 
cognition, which aims at generalizations; and narrative cognition, which attempts to 
reach the uniqueness of each event and experience. In this study the assumption is 
that there is no way that we could absolutely ‘objectively’ describe the process of 
intercultural learning or intercultural competence, or argue something so general about 
them that would apply to all or even most of the situations and contexts. My aim in this 
research is to analyse the nature of intercultural learning and intercultural competence 
and to broaden and deepen the knowledge that we have on these phenomena. Although 
the individual experience and perspective is emphasized in this study, my starting 
point as a researcher is not pure scientifi c relativism (e.g., Denzin & Lincoln, 2000), 
however, as the aim of the study is to draw some general conclusions about intercultural 
competence and learning on the basis of the results.

Heikkinen (2002, p. 15) defi nes narrativity to be a loose frame of reference to 
various types of studies, the characteristics of which is that attention is paid to narratives 
as producers and transmitters of reality. Narrative research has become increasingly 
popular in the area of social sciences, and various researchers see the ‘paradigm shift’ 
(Bruner, 1987, 2002; Cuba & Lincoln, 1994) from realism towards constructivism 
as a reason for the popularity of this approach. According to Heikkinen (2002), on a 
more general level, the so-called narrative shift can also be connected to the cultural 
shift from modernism to postmodernism. While ‘modern’ thinking was interpreted as 
a period of grand totalising explanations of the world, or so-called metanarratives that 
attempted to explain what is ‘real’, postmodern thinking is characterized by constant 
change, multiplicity, fl uidity and uncertainty, and great stories are replaced by local 
and individual narratives (Andreotti,  2010, pp. 6–7).  

2  I use the term ‘narrative research’, although the concept of narrative inquiry is also widely used (e.g., 
Clandinin, 2007; Connelly & Clandinin, 1990). 
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In this study, narrative research is combined with biographical research. 
However, it is important to point out that not all biographical research is narrative 
and, on the other hand, not all narrative research is biographical (Hyry, 2007). As 
mentioned earlier, based on my research fi ndings, developmental processes towards 
intercultural competence do not necessarily start during a stay in a foreign culture 
or during teacher training; teachers’ attitudes towards diversity, their awareness of 
cultural, global and societal issues as well as their skills to encounter diversity may 
have already started to develop in childhood. The biographical approach enables 
the investigation of intercultural learning as a lifelong process. 

In Articles III, IV and V, narrativity appears in three ways. First of all, it is 
the way I understand the nature of intercultural learning: I see it as a lifelong 
process in which earlier experiences affect how new experiences are understood 
and interpreted (compare Kelchtermans, 1993, 1994). Furthermore, I understand 
narrative research to be a study on the development and change in people’s lives. 
The signifi cance of stories is highlighted, especially in the turning points of life. 
When starting to collect the second data, transformative learning theory formed 
my strongest theoretical framework, and that theory emphasizes the signifi cance of 
these ‘turning point’ experiences. However, during the interviews, I found out that 
intercultural learning is not only triggered by this type of experience but can also 
be a gradual process that includes many different, and sometimes ordinary, daily 
experiences. 

Secondly, the narrative biographical approach appears in the way I have 
collected the data. There are several related concepts used in the narrative fi eld 
to describe the nature of research data, such as a story, narrative or a life story 
(Hyvärinen & Löyttyniemi, 2005; Clandinin & Connelly, 1994). In this study, 
stories and narratives are used synonymously and are seen as a natural way to 
organise experiences and construct and deconstruct identities. According to 
Lieblich, Tuval-Mashiach, and Zilbe (1998), narratives provide us with access to 
people’s identity and personality. In the act of narrating, a teacher’s identity is seen 
to be a result of constant negotiation and refl ection and is thus more like a fl uid 
process than a fi xed state. 

According to Clandinin ja Connelly (1994, p. 416), narratives are characterised 
by the following elements: time, place, plot, person and scene. However, in my 
study, I want to defi ne narrative a bit differently. I see narrative or story as a tool 
that helps a person understand and analyse an experience and a form through 
which the experience is expressed. A story also mediates this experience to the 
reader (Josselson, 1995, p. 32). A story has a point, a message, and is made up of 
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events that are relevant from the perspective of this message. Plot is often related 
to narratives and stories as a central element. Article number V in this doctoral 
thesis, Rethinking teachers’ intercultural learning, presents teachers’ narratives in 
a plotted form. In other narrative articles (III and IV), stories are not necessarily 
characterized by a clear plot but more as having a clear meaning or a message. 

Life story is a broader concept compared to story or narrative, as a life story 
can contain many smaller narratives. In this research, life story and biography are 
used synonymously. Atkinson (1998, p. 8) understands a life story as being a story 
that a person chooses to tell about his or her life, told as competently and honestly 
as possible – what is remembered of it – and what the teller wants others to know 
of it, usually as a result of a guided interview by another (see also Huotelin, 1994, 
p. 76). Hatch and Wisniewski (1995, p. 129) divide life as lived, as experienced 
and as told. Life as lived refers to what really happened. Life as experienced refers 
to a human being’s images, feelings, thoughts, desires and meanings.  Life as told 
is a narrative affected by cultural conventions, other people and social context. 
Researchers can only usually study life as told. I am aware that these individual 
narratives always refl ect something general and common because they are related 
to a certain cultural, historical and social context. For my narrative biographical 
articles (IV and V), I have asked my research subjects to tell their life story from 
the perspective of intercultural learning. My data includes 10 holistic life stories, 
which each include several different ‘smaller’ stories. 

The concept of narrative identity is closely related to the idea of life as lived, 
experienced and told. Conception of narrative identity includes an idea that identity is 
formed and modifi ed through stories. Narrative identity is a means or tool to understand 
oneself: separate and fragmental events of life can be organised according to the plot 
and the original events can then be understood in a new way. Peoples’ identities are 
dependent on the way how they tell about themselves. (Holstein ja Gubrium, 2000, p. 
205).  Thus, narrative identity mediates between life as lived, life as experienced and 
life as told. According to Ricoeur (1992) narrative identity occupies a middle ground 
between neutral description and ethical prescription as it does not only refer to “what 
is”, but also “what ought to be”: desires, norms, goals and ideals. In narrative identity, 
the person is not merely the one who tells the story, or merely the one about whom 
the story is told, but individuals can be considered to be both  readers and writers of 
their own lives ( Ricoeur, 1987, p. 246). Narrative identity can also be considered as 
a social construction because people’s stories include other people’s voices as well. 
These voices can be, for instance, cultural assumptions coming from our immediate 
surroundings or other groups. (Ihanus 1999, p. 250). 
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Narrativity also appears in the way I have analysed, interpreted and reported 
the data. I have explained my data analysis process in Chapter 3.7. of this summary. 

3.6 Biographical interviews

In the second phase of my research process I collected my data by conducting 
biographical interviews (e.g., Atkinson, 1998, 2002; Riessmann, 2004) in 2005. 
According to Atkinson (1998), in a biographical interview, the interviewer can be 
seen as the guide in the process. Both interviewer and interviewee are collaborators, 
composing and constructing a story the teller can be pleased with. 

In the beginning of each interview situation I attempted to encourage teachers 
to speak as freely as possible so as to get data consisting of narratives. The 
aim was to get richer data than I would have gotten through theme interviews.  
As an epistemological starting point, I assumed that when people tell about 
their life, they aim at producing everyday life narratives, which also reveal the 
reasons, aims, assumptions and beliefs behind these narratives (Bruner, 2002, 
pp. 101–103). The idea in the interview was that rather than answer some separate 
questions on a conceptual level, a person tells about and refl ects on his/her 
experiences, events and possible turning points in life. In the narrative interviews, I 
asked my research subjects to give an account of their life story from childhood to 
the present, with an emphasis on intercultural learning.

Kelchtermans and Ballett (2002) have developed a research methodology called 
‘autobiographical self-thematisation’, which encourages respondents to refl ect back 
on their life and career (autobiographical) and narratively share their experiences 
and the meanings these hold for them (thematisation).  A variation of this same idea 
was used in my study, as before the interview (about a week earlier), I asked the 
teachers to draw a picture that would somehow illustrate the experiences or turning 
points that have been meaningful for their intercultural and professional learning 
in various phases of their life (see Appendix 3). In the interview I fi rst asked the 
teachers to explain their life story with the support of the drawing. I then presented 
the interviewees with some questions and comments in order to focus more on the 
themes that I found relevant and interesting. In most cases, the interviews proceeded 
chronologically according to the teacher’s course of life, starting from childhood 
and ending with their future plans. Interestingly, one interviewee questioned the 
understanding of intercultural learning as a chronological continuum. She was of 
the opinion that intercultural learning, professional growth and the personal life are 
strongly intertwined and inseparable in her process. Rather, she wanted to describe 
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various elements and experiences that may have affected her intercultural learning, 
but did not think that the best way to tell about those issues was to start from the 
childhood and end with future plans. The narrative biographical interviews, which 
were more like conversations, lasted from one and a half hours to more than three 
hours each. I interviewed ten teachers altogether. Four of the interviews took place 
at interviewees’ homes, three in their work places, one in my work place, one in the 
cafeteria and one at my home.  

3.7 Narrative analysis and the analysis of narratives

Bruner’s idea of narrative cognition and paradigmatic cognition (see Chapter 3.5. 
in this summary) can also be seen in the analysis methods of narrative research. 
Polkinghorne (1995) distinguishes the analysis of narratives from narrative 
analysis as categorically different ways of doing narrative research. The analysis 
of narratives highlights the categorization of the narrative into different themes 
or classes. This is close to many other qualitative data analysis methods aimed 
at coding the data, comparing differences and similarities and creating themes 
or categories. In my doctoral thesis, Article III is a clear example of this type of 
analysis of narratives.  As the analysis is explained in the article, I focus here to 
explain more the analysis process for Articles IV and V.

In Articles IV and V, I have started the analysis process by applying the analysis 
that resemble what Riessman (1993, p. 15) calls a holistic content analysis. After 
transcribing the life stories word by word, I fi rst concentrated on the content of 
each life story as a whole and looked for those meaning units (usually expressed in 
the form of stories) that have been relevant on the basis of my research questions. 
I was basically looking for any experiences and ideas from the interview that I 
interpreted to have somehow affected my research subjects’ intercultural learning. 
Riesmann (2004) makes the distinction between thematic analysis (what is told) 
and structural analysis (how it is told). I have been interested in the contents and my 
analysis can thus be called thematic.  On the basis of this analysis, I have written 
plotted summaries on each of the research subjects’ experiences.  The following 
example introduces a small part of the summary of one of the research subjects’ 
life stories. 

Anne was born in a little village in Southern Finland and she describes her 
childhood living environment being ethnically rather monocultural. However, 
she mentions that she had friends and their family had neighbours from 
various social classes and religious groups. She thinks that she was aware of the 
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differences, but for children, they were usually rather meaningless as everyone 
could still play the same games (diversity being natural for children). Anne thinks 
that her parents were very open towards diversity, especially her father. Anna’s 
parents had divorced and she mainly lived with her mother. Before Anne was born, 
her father had lived and worked abroad many years.  Anna thinks that her father’s 
stories of living abroad had affected her interest in different cultures (interest in 
other cultures). She also said that her father had always encouraged her to learn 
languages and emphasized the signifi cance of learning languages (motivation to 
learn languages). Because Anne’s parents were politically active, societal and also 
global issues were discussed a lot at home and Anne also became interested in 
those issues when she was rather young (interest in societal and political issues). 
Anne feels that she already had a strong sense of justice when she was a child 
and she tells stories about her primary school time when she tried to question her 
teacher’s action, which she considered to be unfair (acting  for her values)…

After comparing the summaries of each teacher’s story and having looked for 
similarities and differences, I discovered that in Article number IV, I wanted to 
focus on the meaning of signifi cant others as it seemed to be so crucial in teachers’ 
stories. That is why, in the following stage of the data analysis I started to look 
for who were the signifi cant others in teachers’ stories (shown as bolded in the 
example) and their signifi cance for teachers’ intercultural learning (shown in 
brackets as bolded).  After doing this same for all summaries, I started to look for 
similarities and differences and fi nally got three different categories describing the 
meaning of signifi cant others for teachers’ intercultural learning. These categories 
are discussed in Chapter 5.3. 

In narrative analysis, the main focus is the production of a new narrative on the 
basis of the narratives of the data. The aim in this type of analysis is the production 
or reconstruction of a complete and plot-fi lled, chronologically proceeding story 
(Polkinghorne, 1995, p. 15). I have applied this analysis method in Article V. When 
starting the data analysis for that article, I fi rst utilised the summaries that I had 
written for Article IV and selected the three different life stories among them.  The 
analysis in that article can also be considered abductive because the perception 
of intercultural learning as a variety of processes that arose from the data based 
analysis were illuminated by different learning theories as well. In that article I 
also looked for certain ‘threads’ in each story, that is, whether there were themes 
or ideas that appear repeatedly in various stages of the life story (cf. Lieblich et al., 
1998). The themes that I have found have been synthesized in three rewritten life 
stories on intercultural learning, presented in narrative and plotted form. 
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4 Overview of the articles
In this part of the summary the main contents of each article will be briefl y 
described and discussed. Articles I and II analyse intercultural competence. Article 
III is about interculturally oriented teachership and Articles IV and V focus on 
intercultural learning and its conditions.  

4.1 Article I: 

Jokikokko, K. (2005). Perspectives to intercultural competence. In R. Räsänen 
& J. San (Eds.), Conditions for intercultural learning and co-operation (pp. 89–
106). Research in Educational Sciences 23. Turku: Finnish Educational Research 
Association. 

This article is theoretical and includes only some references to my empirical data. 
The article discusses the aims of intercultural learning by exploring the concept 
of intercultural competence. The article starts by justifying why everyone needs 
intercultural competence in today’s society and world. It then continues by defi ning 
the various concepts used to describe those skills and abilities that we need in 
intercultural encounters. In the article, the fact that intercultural competence may 
be a problematic term is also acknowledged and goes on to explain why it is, 
nevertheless, used in this study. The article also discusses various approaches to 
intercultural competence and introduces the common way to describe intercultural 
competence by dividing it into certain sectors, such as cognitive, affective and 
behavioural dimensions. 

In Article I, I have constructed a model of intercultural competence for 
educational contexts on the basis of existing models and ideas on the dimensions of 
intercultural competence (Kealey, 1990; Lustig & Koester, 1996; Sue & Arrondondo 
& McDavies, 1992; Talib, 2005; Taylor, 1998). These views have refl ected the ideas 
of multicultural educators concerning the conditions of multicultural education and 
multicultural society (Banks, 1989, 1999; Nieto, 1996; Noel, 1994; Räsänen, 2002; 
Talib, 2002). To emphasize the notion of active work for equality, the ideas of 
critical pedagogy have been added to the model (Freire, 1972, 1994; Giroux & 
McLaren, 2001). The overlapping dimensions that are presented in the model are 
attitudes, knowledge and awareness, skills and action. The article emphasizes that 
intercultural competence requires an ethical basis, which is also part of the model. 
The model is introduced as one of the results of this study in more detail in Chapter 
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5.1. As this model is a general one and each professional context partly demands 
its own special competence, the article also introduces examples of intercultural 
competence in different professional educational contexts.

In the discussion part of the article, it is argued that although the model with 
various dimensions of intercultural competence opens up some perspectives to the 
concept of intercultural competence and may help us to understand its versatile 
nature, it also raises certain issues and questions. The article concludes by stating 
that, at best, intercultural competence is an approach or even a philosophy that 
guides a person’s thinking and acting and thus affects a person as a whole. However, 
many practical skills are also needed when encountering diversity and there are 
situations where attitude or even philosophy is not enough if practical skills and 
knowledge are lacking.

4.2 Article II:

Jokikokko, K. (2005). Interculturally trained Finnish teachers’ conceptions of 
diversity and Intercultural competence. Journal of Intercultural Education,  16(2) 
69–83.

This article discusses former ITE students’ conceptions of diversity and intercultural 
competence. When the data was collected for this article, the teachers were quite 
newly graduated and had been working for about two years after graduation. In the 
introduction chapter of the article, Finland is introduced as a multicultural context 
and the concepts of diversity and intercultural competence are discussed. The data 
of the article consist of ten theme-specifi c interviews and open-ended questionnaires 
(15). The data were analysed phenomenographically. As intercultural competence 
is needed for encountering diversity in a positive way, the fi rst research task was to 
fi nd out how teachers conceptualise the diversity that they perceive in their work. On 
the basis of the analysis, teachers’ conceptions were divided into three categories: 
visible diversity, invisible diversity and diversity as individual and personal 
differences. The fi st category refers to those conceptions that connect diversity, 
fi rst of all, to very visible differences such as nationality, ethnicity, language or 
race. Visible diversity often refers to those things that cannot be changed and that 
are external; things that can be immediately seen and heard. In these conceptions, 
differences were usually described in relation to ‘normal’ Finnish culture. Invisible 
diversity refers to those differences that are not immediately noticed or considered, 
e.g., family history, sexual orientation, political opinion, learning style and so on. 
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The third category, ‘diversity as individual and personal differences’, emphasized 
the idea that differences are not due to belonging to a certain group or culture but that 
it is important to see everyone as an individual. The article also includes a chapter 
on diversity that was not perceived. It was surprising that some differences, which 
can be considered rather obvious in the Finnish classrooms, were not recognised or 
mentioned. These include gender and Finnish religious minorities. 

The other research task of the article was to fi nd out how teachers conceptualise 
the intercultural competence that is needed in their work. Conceptions of 
intercultural competence in the article are divided into: a) ethical orientation, 
b) effi ciency orientation, and c) pedagogical orientation. To conclude, the analysis 
of conceptions of intercultural competence supports the idea of intercultural 
competence being less related to specifi c skills and knowledge, but more of a 
holistic approach to issues. However, although teachers’ ethics is stressed as 
an essential part of intercultural competence in the article, it is evident that the 
importance of more practical pedagogical skills in intercultural contexts cannot be 
underestimated either. 

4.3 Article III:

Jokikokko, K. (2005). Refl ections on interculturally oriented teachership. In  R. 
Räsänen & J. San (Eds.), Conditions for intercultural learning and co-operation 
(pp. 183–206). Research in Educational Sciences 23. Turku: Finnish Educational 
Research Association. 

This article examines the teachers’ stories that describe their refl ections on being 
a teacher in multicultural educational contexts. The aim of the article is to fi nd out 
what teachers have learnt through experiencing diversity and how these experiences 
have affected their teacher identity. The research questions for the article are: 1) 
What kind of diversity do the teachers impart on encountering diversity? 2) What 
do teachers refl ect concerning learning experiences on encountering diversity? 
and 3) According to the teachers’ stories, how have the experiences of diversity 
affected and modifi ed their sense of teachership?  The data in this article are the 
same as in the previous article, but in this article the data are approached from 
the perspective of narrative research. The article begins by defi ning teacher’s 
profession and professional development from the perspective of intercultural and 
critical pedagogy. It argues that a teacher’s role in a multicultural classroom should 
be that of a ‘refl ective practitioner’ and the relation between education and culture 
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ought to be one of the central aspects in the refl ection. The importance of refl ection 
in the process of teachers’ intercultural learning is also discussed in the article.  

The fi ndings of the article consist of stories on being a teacher in a 
multicultural environment. These stories are categorised under four headings: 
The fi rst category, ‘stories on being a differing teacher’, discusses those stories 
where teachers constructed their identity and teachership through differences 
compared to ‘ordinary’ teachers. The second category, ‘stories on the refl ection 
of ethical questions’, examines those ethical refl ections, dilemmas and challenges 
that teachers faced when working with a diverse range of students, colleagues and 
parents.  The third category, ‘stories about diversity as a resource and a possibility 
to learn’, describes teachers’ ideas and attitudes towards diversity as a source of 
positive change. The fi nal category, ‘stories of courage and social action’, includes 
refl ections on the need to act for more equal practices in school and society. These 
fi ndings are discussed more in Chapter 5.3 of this summary.

The article concludes by suggesting that teachers’ stories mediate the idea that 
constructing an interculturally oriented teacher’s identity is a constant negotiation 
process. Interculturally oriented teachers are not merely the mediators of dominant 
traditional values and procedures, they actively question and refl ect their own 
actions, as well as that of others both on individual and structural levels.  The 
article also points out the methodological challenge that arises when we deal with 
different levels of teachers’ refl ection.  While it is relatively easy to recognise 
‘refl ection’ and even ‘critical refl ection’ in the data, it is much more diffi cult to 
evaluate the ‘critical self-refl ection’ that would lead to perspective transformation.

4.4 Article IV:

Jokikokko, K. (2009). The role of signifi cant others in the intercultural learning of 
teachers. Journal of Research in International Education. Vol 8(2) 143–164.  

The article focuses on the role of signifi cant others in the intercultural learning of 
teachers. It is based on the data that consist of ten biographical interviews in which 
former ITE teachers were asked to tell about their lives from the perspective of 
intercultural learning. The article begins by introducing the theories of intercultural 
learning, focusing most on transformative learning theory but also discusses the 
sociocultural aspects of intercultural learning. The article highlights that in addition 
to considering intercultural learning as a solely individual, cognitive transformation 
process, the signifi cance of the situations, other people and the emotions that they 
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trigger in intercultural learning processes must also be considered. The article also 
points out that intercultural learning can be a fl uid process that is not necessarily 
triggered merely by major life crises or disturbances as assumed in the theory 
of transformative learning. The article also briefl y discusses whether teacher 
education, especially in the Finnish context, attempts to support the development 
of teachers’ intercultural competence. 

The meaning of signifi cant others for teachers’ intercultural learning in 
the article is categorised under three themes, and the roles that were given for 
signifi cant others are: 1) signifi cant others transforming attitudes towards diversity, 
2) awakening and developing intercultural awareness, and 3) developing ethical 
orientation. These themes are discussed in Chapter 5.4. of this summary. The 
analysis of the teachers’ stories indicated that intercultural learning is more of a 
process that is contributed to by a sequence of experiences and incidents. It is a 
process that often takes place gradually and in this process, signifi cant others play 
a remarkable role. In the discussion part it is also argued that in an intercultural 
leaning process, the refl ection that occurs at an emotional level is important and 
that cognitive refl ections are insuffi cient without recognising one’s emotional 
state. Experiences that include strong subjective emotions become important for 
intercultural learning. Dialogical relationships and emotions such as concern, 
trust, appreciation, respect, affection and hope also play a signifi cant role in that 
process. On the other hand, confusion or even anger can also be what triggers 
the intercultural learning process. Signifi cant others played an important role in 
questioning the teachers’ thinking, beliefs and assumptions. Confl ict situations can 
also be signifi cant for intercultural learning, but require opportunities for refl ection 
in a safe environment in order to create positive learning results. 

4.5 Article V:

Jokikokko, K. (2010): Rethinking intercultural learning. Teachers’ narratives on 
various learning processes. Manuscript.

The article describes teachers’ intercultural learning as a lifelong process. In the brief 
theoretical part, the article introduces various approaches to intercultural learning 
and argues that while transformative learning theory offers one perspective through 
which to study intercultural learning, it does not adequately take into account the 
emotional and social characteristics of refl ection and transformation. That is why 
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by highlighting the sociocultural and experiential nature of learning, this article 
aims at extending the idea of intercultural learning processes. 

The article is based on the results of the narrative analysis of teachers’ 
biographical drawings and interviews. From ten teachers’ biographical interviews, 
three different life stories have been chosen for this article to illustrate the various 
ways in which teachers’ intercultural learning develops. In the fi rst life story, 
intercultural learning appears mainly as an everyday learning process which 
takes place gradually through different life experiences that cumulatively affect 
learning.  In this story intercultural learning clearly takes place through the whole 
course of one’s life and is present in all areas of life: it is not possible to separate 
intercultural learning from professional learning or from learning that takes place 
in their everyday, personal life. In this life story it is highlighted that intercultural 
understanding is gained gradually and attitudes are changed little by little. In the 
second life story, intercultural learning is shown as a process that is triggered by 
crises and turning points of life. In the third story, intercultural learning emerges 
mostly as a sociocultural learning process affected by various cultural environments, 
networks and signifi cant others.

Although the article illustrates three different sides of intercultural learning 
through three teachers’ stories, it also emphasizes that these approaches are not 
exclusive; they can be understood as various alternative and complementary 
perspectives that shed light on the complex nature of intercultural learning. All three 
learning theories are needed to understand even one person’s learning processes. 
The article concludes by stating that intercultural learning seems to be a process in 
which formal and informal learning are combined. Learning can be intentional, but 
just as often, it is coincidental. It can be a gradual process affected, little by little, 
by various experiences, but sometimes it also occurs rather suddenly through crises 
and turning points. The signifi cant roles of the environment and other people in 
intercultural learning are obvious, although individual self-refl ection is needed as 
well. Intercultural learning is clearly a lifelong process. The teachers interviewed 
emphasize that although they have learned a lot, there is still a great deal more 
to learn.
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5 Main results of the research
In this section I will discuss the main fi ndings of this doctoral thesis. Rather than 
separately discussing the results of each article, I aim at combining the main 
fi ndings of the articles. The section starts by defi ning the characteristics of teachers’ 
intercultural competence and continues by discussing the process of intercultural 
learning on the basis of the results. The results are further discussed and also 
refl ected upon in light of critical pedagogy in discussion Chapter 6 of this summary.

5.1 Teachers’ intercultural competence as holistic ethical 
philosophy

In order to explain the nature of intercultural competence on the basis of the existing 
models and literature, I constructed a theoretical model consisting of attitudes, 
awareness and knowledge, skills and action dimensions (article I). The idea in 
the model is that all these dimensions are overlapping and needed for successful 
intercultural interactions. Dimensions are based on an ethical foundation, which 
defi nes the direction for the development of intercultural competence. Without 
this basis, intercultural competence could also be used for morally questionable 
purposes. The model of intercultural competence is thus clearly value-laden. The 
central values and principles that form the basis of intercultural competence are 
equality, non-violence, human rights, appreciation of diversity, co-operation, 
dialogue and mutual learning. The development of intercultural competence 
presupposes constant refl ection of one’s own thoughts and actions in light of these 
values.

However, when undertaking the empirical study of teachers’ conceptions of 
intercultural competence (article II), I discovered that it was diffi cult to classify 
teachers’ conceptions directly into the categories described in the model. Some rather 
practical and visible skills (related to pedagogical situations), effi cient action and 
communication that are needed for successful intercultural interaction could be found 
in teachers’ conceptions of intercultural competence (see article II). However, on 
the basis of my results, understanding intercultural competence as a holistic, ethical 
philosophy was the predominant way for teachers to conceptualise their intercultural 
competence (article II; article III). I will next describe the nature of this philosophy, 
starting with the values, attitudes and characteristics this kind of competence requires 
and continuing by discussing what kind of awareness, refl ection and action it demands 
based on the teachers’ conceptions.
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Ethical dimension as a main content of teachers’ intercultural competence 
consisted of certain fundamental and rather stable values such as appreciating diversity 
and equity, but on the other hand, it included criticality and the understanding that 
not everything needs to be tolerated. The necessity for a positive attitude towards 
diversity emerged in the teachers’ discussions in various ways. The teachers did not 
deny the existence of challenges, yet they still clearly emphasized the importance 
of  viewing diversity issues as a natural phenomenon, resource and potential for 
learning rather than a problem (article III, p. 198). Teachers saw that diversity opens 
up perspectives and provides a foundation upon which to refl ect one’s own ways 
of thinking. The ethical dimension of teachers’ intercultural competence was also 
described by various interpersonal traits, attributes or virtues, such as creativity, 
patience, empathy and openness, which were regarded as necessary characteristics 
in intercultural interactions (article II, p. 75). Most of the teachers were thus of the 
mindset that competence is clearly related to personality and the kind of personal 
traits that can be developed but that are rather diffi cult to change or learn.  Teachers 
pointed out that the values and interpersonal traits that guide their actions, choices 
and decisions in the classroom are the most important part of their professionalism. 
Teachers also considered it to be very important that they be aware of their own 
values and how these have been constructed and how values affect their thinking and 
action (article III, p. 195; article IV, p. 151).  

A certain way of encountering and interacting with other people and the 
environment, especially in school, was also considered a part of ethically oriented 
intercultural competence. Many teachers discussed dialogue as an important 
part of teachers’ ethical competence. For the teachers in my data, dialogue was 
manifested most of all so that teachers would not be regarded as ‘traditional’ and 
strict authorities in a multicultural class but more as a friend and a co-learner. 
Listening to the students, learning from them and taking their various needs into 
consideration were considered to be signifi cant. A close relationship with students 
was also experienced as the richness of the work but also as a necessity if the 
teacher really wants to support students’ individual learning processes and respond 
to students’ needs. According to my research subjects, a central part of teachers’ 
ethical intercultural competence was genuine caring and pedagogical love. Teachers 
saw caring as a necessary condition for creating trust and confi dence in the teacher-
student relationship (article II, p. 76; article III, p. 195; article IV, p. 159).

Concepts of hope and idealism were also viewed as part of teachers’ 
intercultural ethical dimension. Many of the teachers thought that during their 
studies in intercultural teacher education, they went through a certain period of 
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idealism. Many of the teachers also expressed that even though they had become 
more realistic in work life, a certain degree of idealism and optimism are necessary 
resources in teachers’ work: there are a lot of challenges but educators must not 
lose their hope and belief in the possibility of change (article II, p. 76; article IV, 
p. 157).  

Self-refl ection was also found to be a signifi cant part of ethical intercultural 
competence. It seems that the realization of one’s otherness – a person’s own 
experiences of feeling different or thinking or acting in a different way compared to 
people around them – were an important part of teachers’ intercultural competence. 
Some teachers clearly expressed that they felt different from ‘mainstream’ teachers. 
They experienced that their values concerning the meaning of education and learning 
were different. Some teachers in my study experienced that their primary goal as 
a teacher was to support the holistic personal and social growth of their students, 
while it seemed that for other teachers, it was important to be didactically skilful. 
Some of the teachers also felt that they would prefer to teach those children who 
have special needs or who come from various cultures, because they felt that these 
‘special’ students needed them more. Some teachers also felt that it was easy for them 
to identify with their students as the teachers had also gone through experiences of 
being different or representing a minority group. The teachers thought that through 
those experiences, they could better understand their students and their sometimes 
complex life situations. Teachers’ own experiences of ‘being different’ seemed to 
make them especially sensitive to recognizing, for instance, issues of bullying in 
school (article III, pp. 190–194;  article IV, p. 154). 

One additional aspect of the ethical dimension of intercultural competence was 
the courage to combat unequal attitudes and practices that teachers faced at school. 
Some of the teachers in my data felt that their working communities were not ready 
for the multicultural reality. At worst, the work communities were prejudiced, 
ignorant and even openly racist. Prejudices were seen in school traditions and 
practices, attitudes towards immigrant students and in discourses in the teachers’ 
room. Teachers also highlighted the diffi culty of affecting or trying to change things. 
A teacher who actively attempted to infl uence change was sometimes regarded as a 
‘party pooper’. Additionally, the status of a young and newly graduated teacher, who 
often had a temporary work contract, was not high. Some of the teachers’ commitment 
to work for more equal society and school was also visible in their spare time: 
teachers thought that it was important to infl uence issues and some worked in various 
non-governmental organizations or participated in other voluntary work outside of 
school (article II, pp. 199–200; article IV, p. 156; article V, p. 19).
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Generally, it can be concluded that when defi ning the intercultural competence 
needed in teachers’ work, my research subjects were not talking so much about 
specifi c skills or knowledge but more about ‘a holistic way of thinking and 
acting’.  It can thus be argued that for most of the teachers in my data, intercultural 
competence is, above all, an ethical philosophy that, at its best, can guide refl ection 
and action. 

5.2 Teachers’ intercultural learning as diverse, life-long 
processes

This chapter summarises the main fi ndings on intercultural learning and discusses its 
nature, characteristics and some of the life experiences that seemed to be especially 
important for teachers’ intercultural learning on the basis of my empirical results.

A central fi nding concerning the nature of intercultural learning in this study 
is that teachers’ intercultural learning is a varied and multifaceted process. Three 
theoretical aspects to intercultural learning that were introduced in Chapters 2.4.1 to 
2.4.3., rather than being mutually exclusive, offer various perspectives to intercultural 
learning and emphasize different aspects of that process. An individual’s learning 
process can be approached from various theoretical perspectives, but it is possible 
that a certain type of learning is more visible in a particular life story. Teachers’ 
intercultural learning can take place either formally or informally (article IV, p. 160; 
article V).  

In relation to transformative learning (see Chapter 2.4.1.), there are different 
types of culture shock experiences in various phases of the selected teachers’ lives.  
The experiences of studying, living and working in developing countries particularly 
trigger powerful transformative learning processes. The culture shock not only took 
place in the foreign country, but upon returning to one’s home country, a person 
could also experience re-entry shock, especially when an individual’s world view 
had changed. These experiences prompted teachers to critically evaluate and refl ect 
on their own values as well as those of their own culture and country. Re-entry 
shock could also include the feeling of being an outsider, if the experiences could 
not be shared with anyone or if others did not understand the meaning of these 
experiences (article IV, p. 154; article V, p. 14).

In considering the various types of refl ection (refl ection, critical refl ection 
and critical self-refl ection) that are part of the transformative learning process 
(Chapter 2.4.1. in this summary), on the basis of my results, all three types of 
refl ection seem to take place in the data.  I found it methodologically very 
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challenging to evaluate critical self-refl ection and whether or not the perspective 
transformation had indeed occurred, or when and how it happened, because 
people tell about their past experiences from a current perspective and their 
experience afterwards can be very different from what it was during the actual 
process of transformation. However, teachers’ stories on changes in their world 
view imply that critical self-refl ection was also part of their intercultural learning 
process. Teachers talked a lot about the importance of becoming critically aware 
of one’s own assumptions and especially being aware of how their community 
and background had affected them and their ideas on diversity. They also 
described situations in their life when the new experiences could not be explained 
through their existing meaning perspective, which led to refl ections on their 
taken-for-granted ideas. Teachers also analysed the many feelings (e.g., frustration, 
fear and relief) related to this transformation process (article III, p. 201; article IV, 
p. 151; article V, p. 14).

Taylor’s theory on transformative intercultural learning (Chapter 2.4.1.) clearly 
assumes that learning is triggered by moving to or staying in another country for an 
extended period of time. This was also the case in some of the stories in my research. 
In addition to experiences in developing countries, other transformative experiences 
for teachers involved study as exchange students or living in a foreign country and 
culture during exchange studies. On the other hand, transformation processes also 
took place in other contexts such as teaching practices and other internships. Some 
of the teachers expressed that through their internship or practices, they found a new 
perspective on life and their studies and future career. Some teachers also said that 
certain study units had really made them aware of intercultural and global issues, and 
changed their whole way of thinking. For example, doing Master’s thesis could be 
a transformative experience, if studying a certain topic made a student of teaching 
change her conceptions and even values (article V, p. 9).

For some teachers in my data, moving from an education setting to a work 
environment was an experience that they described as a shock or a form of culture 
shock. The intercultural philosophy that was, at least to a certain extent, internalised 
during the education did not seem to be familiar to colleagues, and intercultural 
aspects could not be found in school practices at all. Some teachers felt that they 
were alone with their ideas since the supportive network that existed during their 
education had disappeared (article II, p. 77; article III, pp. 199–200; article IV, p. 
155).

 While the transformative intercultural learning described in the previous 
chapter usually assumes that the learning process is triggered by a dilemma or 



64

crises, on the basis of the fi ndings of this study, intercultural learning can also 
take place cumulatively, through many different kinds of life experiences without 
any major sudden changes in life.  This was the most common pattern in my data 
in terms of how teachers described their intercultural learning. This was also the 
most common way in which teachers described their intercultural learning visually 
when I asked them to draw a picture of their learning process: they drew a path that 
included various life phases and experiences. In this type of learning, the lifelong 
aspect and  the informality of learning were highlighted (article IV, p. 160; article 
V, pp. 10). 

This type of everyday intercultural learning does not require big crises or 
turning points. When looking at intercultural learning from the perspective of an 
experiential, lifelong process in my data, intercultural experiences can be rather 
small and prosaic; they could, for example, come about through discussions with 
someone who has different religious beliefs or by reading someone’s biography. On 
the basis of my data, many of the intercultural experiences tend to be more informal 
than formal. Even during teacher education, informal experiences and discussions 
with other students and tutors outside ‘offi cial’ learning situations were considered 
to be important. Moreover, during study abroad, various everyday life experiences, 
such as sharing an apartment with diverse people, were usually seen to be more 
signifi cant for teachers’ intercultural learning than academic studies (article IV, 
p. 153).  Considering the types of everyday intercultural learning (unconscious 
hidden learning, self-directed/goal oriented learning and learning by experience, 
see Chapter 2.4.2. in this summary), it is diffi cult to say much about the fi rst type, 
because it is not possible to discuss something that is unconscious. However, there 
were examples in my data where teachers claimed that they had only realized the 
meaning of, for instance, certain childhood experiences later on, after studying 
those issues or reading about the issues during their education. The refl ection 
process thus started or continued many years after the experience and changed the 
learning experience from being unconscious to conscious (article IV, p. 150; article 
V, p. 8).

Self-directed intercultural learning was visible in my data. This type of learning 
appeared as teachers’ willingness to live abroad (e.g., as an exchange student and 
au pair) to develop their intercultural competence, learn languages and make 
different kinds of friends and participate in volunteer work. These experiences 
seemed to particularly affect teachers’ intercultural knowledge and awareness, 
empathy and attitudes towards diversity. Some of the teachers had already gained 
these experiences before undergoing education, while others started to develop 
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their intercultural competence more consciously or actively during or after teacher 
education (article IV, pp. 153–156; article V, pp. 10, 15, 18–19).

In addition to transformative and experiential cumulative process, it is important 
to examine intercultural learning through sociocultural lenses, as a process that is 
mostly affected by other people, culture and environment. Some of my research 
subjects could be described as third culture kids. For these teachers, it seemed that 
cultural diversity had never been an astonishing, strange or new thing as it had 
been for some of the other interviewed teachers, who had grown up in a so-called 
monocultural environment. Still, many of the interviewees emphasized that even 
though geographical and cultural environment play a role in intercultural learning, it 
is still the people around them who really affect their learning. Some teachers pointed 
out that although their living environment was multicultural (during childhood), 
their family more or less interacted with people from a relatively similar type of 
background. Being a third culture kid or having a multicultural background does 
not, thus, automatically lead to the development of intercultural competence and 
intercultural awareness (article V, p. 12). In intercultural encounters, we naturally 
learn through other people and with other people.  The role of other people in 
teachers’ intercultural learning is discussed more in the next chapter. 

5.3 The meaning of emotions and signifi cant others in the process 
of teachers’ intercultural learning

One fi nding of this research was the remarkable role of emotions in teachers’ 
intercultural learning processes. It seems that refl ection not only takes place on 
a cognitive level (as assumed in early transformative theory) but that there is a 
strong link between refl ection and emotions. Intercultural experiences are often 
charged with strong feelings, such as excitement, dissatisfaction, fear, anger, joy, 
insecurity and so on, which are signifi cant triggers of critical refl ection. It can also 
be the case that it is relatively easy to refl ect and reason or be aware of something 
on a cognitive level, but if our emotions do not change, it is very likely that our 
actions will not change either. Cognitive refl ections are thus insuffi cient without 
recognizing one’s emotional states. 

It was usually other people who triggered these strong emotions in teachers’ 
intercultural learning processes. This links intercultural learning clearly to the area 
of sociocultural learning (Chapter 2.4.3 in this summary).  I will now turn to discuss 
what kind of role signifi cant others played on teachers’ intercultural learning on the 
basis of this research. A signifi cant other refers to the person who has somehow 
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affected my research subject – changed her perspectives, thinking or action. A 
signifi cant other is someone who has challenged the teacher to think differently and 
has usually prompted rather strong feelings, such as inspiration, love, disappointment, 
confusion or even anger, in the teacher. A signifi cant other can also be someone who 
has been there when the teacher needed support or care. Finally, a signifi cant other 
might be a role model (article IV, p. 149). In their life stories, teachers naturally 
mentioned numerous people who had affected their intercultural learning in one way 
or another. People who were chosen to be part of the teachers’ life stories included 
family members, relatives, their own partner (in some of the stories the partner was 
someone from another culture), teachers, tutors, friends, study mates, colleagues, 
their own children, their own students and so on. In many cases, these groups also 
form an important community of practice (Chapter 2.3.5 in this summary) that 
clearly share some common aims, are learning from each other and are constructing 
meanings together. 

One meaning that was given to signifi cant others in my study was their role in 
transforming attitudes towards diversity. Primary socialization naturally plays an 
important role in attitude formation. When we learn about diversity, we are guided 
by those paradigms and interpretations that the environment offers us. This was 
also clear in my study. Most of the teachers pointed out that their interest in other 
cultures and general openness towards diversity originated from the values and 
ideas of their childhood environments, often family members. On the other hand, 
some of the teachers articulated that when they learned to understand diversity 
and intercultural issues better, they realized that some of their parents’ attitudes 
towards, for example, certain minority groups were actually one-sided and even 
stigmatizing (article IV, p. 150). 

The emotions that were involved in that process of transforming attitudes 
towards diversity were varied. There were a lot of positive emotions such as joy and 
happiness that ensued from becoming friends or even falling in love with someone 
from a different culture or background. There were lot of stories describing 
mutual learning and new ideas and experiences that these friendships brought 
to my research subjects’ lives (article IV, p. 154; article V, p. 17). In addition to 
friendships, multicultural and diverse work communities were viewed as a source 
of inspiration and support that truly enabled real collaborative learning and made 
everyone’s work easier (article V, p. 16). The teachers’ own students were also seen 
as an important source of everyday intercultural learning (article III, pp. 189–199; 
article IV, p. 159; article V, pp. 9–10). The emphasis in many of the stories on 
intercultural relationships was that the different ethnic or national culture is not 
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such a big issue after all. Rather, it is the characteristics, common interests, shared 
values or belonging to the same subcultures that have caused two people to become 
friends or to fall in love with each other. 

However, there were also other kinds of feelings, such as confusion and 
uncertainty, involved in the process of learning about diversity that triggered 
the refl ection process. It seemed that some questions in the area of diversity and 
intercultural education were especially sensitive and challenging, and required 
more refl ection from some of the research subjects. As an example of this, it might 
be very easy for someone to appreciate ethnic diversity but religious differences 
or differences related to sexual orientation might be more diffi cult to handle. 
Becoming friends with someone who had a different sexual orientation could be 
a really eye-opening experience as it forced the person to refl ect upon her own 
assumptions and beliefs and sometimes made the person aware of individual and 
societal discrimination (article IV, p. 151). 

Another meaning that was given to signifi cant others in my data was their role 
in awakening and developing intercultural awareness. Primary socializations also 
played an important role in that. Some of the teachers had a multicultural family 
or the family had lived abroad during their childhood. However, intercultural 
awareness could also develop in rather monocultural environments.  Many of 
the teachers mentioned that cultural, societal, and sometimes global issues were 
discussed at home and children were involved in these discussions. It was also 
typical in my data that parents and other family members, sometimes even 
their own former teachers, encouraged my research subjects to live abroad and 
become familiar with diverse cultures (e.g., as exchange students). Many of 
the parents also emphasized the importance of learning languages (article IV, 
pp. 149–150).

An important part of intercultural awareness is cultural self-awareness, 
referring to the examination of our values, beliefs and patterns of thinking, and 
behaviour. This was an issue that sometimes triggered strong emotions. In my data, 
there are a lot of stories of feelings of one’s own otherness. These experiences 
were usually directly or indirectly caused by people who were somehow close to 
my research subjects, such as their friends, colleagues or classmates. Although the 
experiences could be painful when they originally occurred, later in life they were 
seen as those that helped the subjects recognize and understand diversity and to be 
sensitive towards differences (article IV, pp. 154–158; article III, pp. 190–194). 
Although academic studies and teachers were signifi cant for the development of 
teachers’ intercultural awareness, the most effective way to increase intercultural 
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understanding seemed to be participation in a community of diverse cultures. 
Most of the teachers in my study had experiences of sharing everyday life in a 
multicultural community. Global and societal awareness, as well as awareness of 
power structures, is also considered as an important part of intercultural awareness 
in this study. As will be discussed in Chapter 6.2. of this summary, teachers’ 
discussions on societal and structural questions of education got minor attention 
in the data. However, the transition from university studies to the workplace was 
a strong emotional experience for many that also affected teachers’ awareness of 
discriminative and prejudiced ways of thinking (article IV, p. 155; article III, pp. 
199–200).

The third role that was given to signifi cant others in my research was their 
signifi cance in developing teachers’ ethical orientation. In this context, two 
meaningful signifi cant others, teachers in the University and the study group 
need to be discussed. During their studies in the ITE programme, the teachers and 
tutors of the programme played a remarkable role in teachers’ intercultural and 
professional development, their values and their ways of acting. In transformative 
learning, the role of the tutor is signifi cant for creating a trustful, confi dential 
and caring atmosphere and a sensitive teacher-student relationship. My research 
subjects ascribed this kind of role to their tutors in the ITE programme. The teachers 
emphasized that it was very important for them that there was someone who really 
personally knew them and their learning processes throughout the entirety of 
their studies. Tutors were also regarded as models of ethically and interculturally 
competent persons and teachers. Additionally, other University teachers and 
lecturers as well as supervisors of their practices, who provoked teachers’ thinking 
and ideas, were signifi cant for student teachers’ learning, especially the visiting 
lecturers who brought their own cultural background and knowledge to learning 
situations (article IV, pp. 158–159). 

Special attention should be given to the signifi cance of classmates in student 
teachers’ intercultural learning. In my study, the most prominent and clear community 
of practice was a study group in teacher education, where people shared ideas and 
experiences, learnt from each other and constructed new ideas together. My data 
shows that learning through, from and with other students by discussing, listening 
and sharing, was especially important to teachers (article IV, pp. 157–158; article 
V, p. 20). What was also considered to be important was the ‘spirit’ in the group. 
Many of the interviewees thought that the study group was characterized by strong 
idealism, which supported the idea that teachers and educational professionals 
can really make a difference and change schools and society. On the basis of the 
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teachers’ experiences, debates and even confl ict situations within the group were 
important for their intercultural learning, since in those situations where they felt 
provoked, irritated or confused they really had to refl ect and justify their own ideas 
and opinions and thus, truly became aware of their own assumptions. Although 
there were debates, my research subjects generally thought that the atmosphere 
was safe, as everyone shared a common interest and aimed at affi rming diversity 
and intercultural issues (article IV, p. 157; article II, p. 76). Study mates were also 
important for many of the teachers after graduation. As some former ITE students 
have faced a lot of challenges and problems in working life (e.g., prejudices, 
stereotypes or ignorance towards multicultural issues), support from their former 
study mates who share a similar type of value basis and orientation towards their 
work have been signifi cant (article III, pp. 195–196).  

One additional group of signifi cant others that was mentioned in quite a few 
stories and needs to be mentioned is those persons that are encountered through 
literature (article V). Reading was a common interest for many of the teachers 
and they voiced that through reading autobiographies or poems, for example, they 
could encounter people and ideas that really ‘touched’ them, affected their thinking 
and sometimes also their actions.  Literature, other types of art and fi lms were 
mentioned in many of the teachers’ stories as emotionally powerful experiences 
that had made them realize something new. 
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6 Discussion
This section of the summary further discusses the results and additionally combines 
them with theoretical perspectives. The fi rst chapter summarises the results by 
presenting a model for teachers’ intercultural learning and competence. The second 
chapter of this section looks at the central fi ndings of this study from the perspective 
of critical pedagogy. The fi nal chapter of this section analyses how teachers’ 
professional learning for intercultural contexts could be developed on the basis of 
this study. 

6.1 Conclusions on the nature of teachers’ intercultural learning 
and competence

Writing this doctoral thesis has been a long process in which different fi ndings on 
the nature of intercultural learning and competences have guided and increased my 
theoretical and empirical understanding of these phenomena.  When fi rst starting 
to study teachers’ intercultural competence, I expected to fi nd at least some rather 
concrete skills and knowledge that are needed in order to work in multicultural 
environments. I did not imagine fi nding ‘a didactic package’ but I assumed that 
there must be some general abilities that teachers need when supporting the 
learning of diverse students. However, what I discovered was that, according to my 
research subjects, intercultural competence is, most of all, an ethical orientation 
and attitude that guides teachers’ actions and refl ections. I also discovered that it is 
diffi cult to defi ne certain separate skills that are needed for encountering diversity, 
because situations are often vary and are unique. This clearly supports the idea of 
intercultural competence being a process of continuous refl ection connected with 
action. 

This fi nding of intercultural competence being a process has also made me 
consider whether the term ‘competence’ is the best possible way to describe 
this process. I have often been told that, for instance, ‘intercultural sensitivity’ 
(used by e.g., Bennett, 1993; Bennett & Castiglioni, 2004; Bennett, 2009) is a 
concept that would better describe the phenomenon. We can defi ne both terms in 
different ways, but I still think that sensitivity is not always enough; we also need 
knowledge and skills in intercultural situations. Of course, someone could argue 
that knowledge and skills are involved in the concept of intercultural sensitivity as 
well.  According to Bennett (2009, p. 4) the term ‘intercultural sensitivity’ refers to 
“the complexity of perception of cultural difference, so that higher sensitivity refers 
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to more complex perceptual discriminations of such differences” while the term 
competence refers to “the potential for enactment of culturally sensitive feeling 
into appropriate and effective behavior in another cultural context”. In other words, 
for Bennett, intercultural competence is the more visible side of intercultural 
sensitivity referring to our actions. 

To summarise the main fi ndings on the nature of intercultural competence on 
the basis of this study, it can be argued that according to the research subjects’ 
conceptions, teachers’ intercultural competence is less related to specifi c skills and 
knowledge, and is more of a holistic approach to issues. It is perceived more as an 
ethical orientation to people, life and diversity, which guides a person’s thinking 
and behavior rather than as a ‘survival kit’ or an ability to perform something well 
in an intercultural environment. It can be argued that on the basis of teachers’ 
conceptions, intercultural competence is an expanded world view, where the central 
principles are openness towards people and new ideas as well as the ability to listen 
to others, learn from each other and to care. 

Noddings (1998, 2002, 2006; see also Estola, 2003) highlights the distinction 
between the ideas of caring-for and caring-about. For Noddings, caring-for refers to 
face-to-face encounters in which one person cares directly for another. According 
to my interpretation, teachers in my data are mostly referring to this type of caring 
when talking about caring in a teacher-student relationship. Caring-about, according 
to Noddings, is something more general, and takes us more into the public realm. 
This might be our concern about ecological crises, inequality in education or 
poverty in developing countries, and a wish to do something about it.  This type of 
caring also appeared in my data and some of the teachers were involved in various 
projects, including  some outside the classroom,  to promote this type of caring.

Furthermore, teachers’ intercultural competence seems to be a world view that 
is clearly guided by certain values such as equality and non-violence. However, 
skills and knowledge are needed to realize the practical tasks in line with the world 
view. Bennett (1993, p. 26) argues that the development of intercultural sensitivity 
is ultimately the development of consciousness and, through consciousness, 
developing a new ‘natural approach’ to cultural differences.  

As mentioned earlier in this summary, my ideas on the nature of intercultural 
learning have also changed during this research process. I fi rst started to study 
intercultural learning merely as transformative processes, and found out the same 
thing that certain other advocates of transformative theory have also discovered: it 
seems that the affective ways of knowing are predominant in the experience and 
identity (Taylor, 2009, p. 3). As Brown (in Taylor, 2009, p. 10) argues, learners 
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rarely change their views through purely rational processes (analyse-think-change) 
but are more likely to change in a see-feel-change sequence. Taylor (2000, p. 291) 
has also discovered that without the expression and recognition of feelings, people 
will not embark upon critical refl ection.

In addition to discovering that emotions play a signifi cant role in attitudes 
and intercultural learning, the other fi nding was that signifi cant others have a 
huge role in that process as well. That is what made me turn to social theories 
of learning (Säljö, 2001; Cole &al., 1978; Wells, 1999; Wells & Claxton, 2001) 
and the possibilities that they provide for analyzing intercultural experiences. 
During the research process I also found out that intercultural learning does 
not necessarily require huge dilemmas or crises and that is why experiential, 
everyday learning was also chosen for this study to explain the nature of teachers’ 
intercultural learning.  

When approaching intercultural learning from the perspective of various 
daily experiences, the lifelong nature of learning is emphasized instead of single 
events or crises. Lifelong learning typically refers to learning that takes place 
during the whole life span and which extends to all areas of life (Aittola, 1998; 
Jarvis, 2003). Lifelong learning is also a strong political agenda, especially in the 
European educational context (Kotthoff & Moutsios, 2007). Its connections and 
positive impacts on economic productivity and social cohesion have been revealed 
through several studies and statistics (Green, 2007).  Lifelong learning takes 
place both in formal learning environments, such as schools, and in informal and 
non-formal environments and situations. 

As pointed out earlier in this summary, the lifelong aspect of intercultural 
learning has been studied relatively little. It is evident that intercultural learning 
has to be a lifelong process, as intercultural situations are different and cultures 
and the world are rapidly changing. However, this does not necessarily take place 
‘automatically’, through fortunate co-incidents, but requires the willingness to learn 
and develop one’s intercultural competence. Furthermore, if we expand the concept 
of cultural diversity beyond the ethnic dimension, people already meet diversity in 
childhood and the process of developing intercultural awareness, attitudes and skills 
has already begun by then. From that perspective, the inadequacy of transformative 
theory to describe all the aspects of intercultural learning is that it mostly describes 
adults’ processes and is based on a single strong experience making the change. 
Because lifelong learning is often informal and incidental and is closely related to 
various life situations, learning often takes place in ‘ordinary’ daily situations and 
is not systematically guided or supported. Marsick and Watkins (2001) actually 
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argue that most of our learning grows out of everyday encounters while working 
and living in a given context.

Most often informal, non-formal and formal learning are intertwined. In literature 
informal and non-formal learning usually refer to skills and competences acquired 
outside formal education (Colardyn & Bjornavold, 2004, p. 69). However, it can 
be argued that all learning includes the characteristics of informal learning. In the 
context of this study, formal learning often refers to learning that takes place within 
teacher education. This defi nition, however, is indefi nite. For example, exchange 
studies are part of curriculum of ITE-programme and can thus be considered to be 
institutional, formal learning. However, as pointed out in this research, during the 
exchange studies a lot of intercultural learning takes place informally. Non-formal 
learning usually refers to learning that is embedded in planned activities that are 
not necessarily explicitly designated as learning, but which contain an important 
learning element. From the learner’s point of view non-formal learning is intentional 
(Ibid., p. 71). In this research, non-formal intercultural learning appears most of all 
as teachers’ willingness to participate in voluntary work in various organisation and 
to accept e.g. work challenges in multicultural settings in the fi eld of education. 

To summarise the nature of teachers’ intercultural learning, it seems to be a 
process in which formal non-formal and informal learning are combined. Learning 
can be intentional but it is often coincidental. Intercultural learning can be a gradual 
process affected, little by little, by various experiences, but sometimes it occurs 
rather suddenly through crises and turning points as assumed in transformative 
theory. The signifi cant roles of the environment and other people in intercultural 
learning are obvious, although individual self-refl ection is needed as well. It seems 
to be especially important to understand otherness as part of oneself (Kristeva, 
1992). Intercultural learning is clearly a lifelong process: it may start during our 
childhood and last an entire lifetime. When reading my data, I was looking for 
similarities, but what I found were differences in teachers’ learning processes. At 
the same time, some similar characteristics could also be recognized from all the 
teachers’ stories. 

This research also supported my assumption of the interconnected nature 
of intercultural learning and intercultural competence. Both are processes, and 
intercultural competence is not only an aim but also a condition for intercultural 
learning. Some sort of intercultural competence (e.g., interest and openness towards 
diversity) are needed for intercultural learning to occur. The fi gure 3 summarises 
the nature of teachers’ intercultural competence and learning on the basis of this 
study.
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Figure 5.  Dimensions of Teachers’ intercultural competence and learning (see also 
Jokikokko, 2010). 

This study clearly shows that intercultural learning processes differ, depending 
on the person’s background, living environment and other experiences. There 
does not seem to be one theory that could comprehensively describe this varied 
and dynamic process. This study also shows that intercultural learning and the 
development of intercultural competence is possible. It is possible, at least to 
a certain extend, even if a person does not have a multicultural background or 
experiences of living abroad for an extended period of time. This argument can also 
be questioned. ’Internationalisation at home’ is a concept that is especially used in 
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higher education to refer to “internationally related activity with the exception of 
outbound student mobility” (Nilsson, 2003, p. 31). According to Otten (2003) this 
type of home internationalisation can only initiate the cultural learning process. 
Bennett (1993, p. 21) claims that intercultural sensitivity is not natural and that 
education and training serve as an approach to changing our ‘natural’ behaviour. On 
the basis of my study, intercultural learning can also be informal; in other words, 
we learn a lot outside of formal education or training. In order for intercultural 
learning to take place informally, fortunate incidents, infl uential others, openness, 
courage and sensitivity are needed.  However, it can also be argued that education 
and pedagogical means are necessary to ensuring the conditions and support for 
intercultural learning because people may tend to choose familiar options and 
experiences and interact with similar people and feel no need to expose themselves 
to new experiences.

6.2 Teachers’ intercultural learning and competence from the 
perspective of critical pedagogy

In this chapter, I will discuss the above described results of this doctoral thesis, 
particularly from the perspective of critical pedagogy. From that perspective, it is 
important to ask to what degree critical voices and structural questions are involved 
in teachers’ discussions on their intercultural competence and learning. This part of 
the summary also aims at elaborating what was absent in teachers’ stories or what 
issues and ideas were given only minor attention. 

As teachers’ intercultural competence was primarily seen as an ethical 
philosophy, it is relevant to ask what ethics in teachers’ conceptions and stories 
means and how extensive it is. How much does it extend to structural equality and 
social justice? As Nieto (2000, p. 4) points out, unless cultural issues are approached 
through a critical lens based on equity and social justice, they are unlikely to have 
a lasting impact in promoting real change. 

According to Nieto (2000, p. 339), becoming a multicultural teacher means 
making a dramatic shift in our world view that also affects practices. Understanding 
intercultural competence mostly as a holistic ethical orientation could be close to 
Nieto’s ideas. Many of the teachers in my data emphasized that once you have a 
certain (intercultural) perspective and values, it inevitably affects everything you 
do and say in the classroom (article II, p. 79). It is another question, of course, what 
this means in practice. It can be assumed that intercultural orientation, if it really 
has been internalised, affects also peoples’ practices, but individuals may have very 
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different ideas of intercultural perspectives and values. On the other hand, even 
though people have ideals, it is possible that there are distractions and other factors 
that affect situations and make it very diffi cult or impossible to obtain the ideals. 

From a critical point of view, intercultural education should be about reworking 
existing power arrangements and not just about the presentation and celebration of 
cultural diversity. Teachers in my study discussed the questions of power, mainly 
at the level of the teacher-student relationship. They emphasized the importance of 
learning from their students, the dialogical relationship as well as caring for their 
students. This is important in critical pedagogy as well. Gay (1995, p.170) argues 
that the process of cultural affi rmation should include giving a voice to students 
and allowing them to help shape the content, processes, style and language of the 
classroom. The ideal is a shift from a monological relationship, in which the teacher 
has all the power to defi ne curriculum and instruction, to a dialogical relationship in 
which teacher and student co-construct curriculum and instruction .

However, from the perspective of critical pedagogy, my research subjects’ 
ideas on intercultural competence are rather limited to the area of teacher-student 
relationship. According to Sleeter and Montecinos (1999, p. 114), the prevailing 
conception of multiculturalism focuses on struggle for the recognition of diversity 
within existing social structures, while  critical multiculturalism stresses the 
importance of linking the struggle for recognition to a broader struggle for social 
justice. In my data there are some (Jokikokko, 2005c, p. 197), but not many, 
discussions on power issues at a structural level or how teachers themselves have 
tried to affect change regarding those structures. They do not really deeply analyse, 
for instance, why schools fail to meet their mission to provide their students with 
an equal and high-quality education (compare Nieto, 2000, p. 10). Except for 
some single voices, they do not question the content of the curriculum or teaching 
contents. There are also very few critical discussions about those groups and people 
who have the power to defi ne the goals, norms and practices of education and 
whether or not this process is democratic.  

On the basis of this research, it seems that teachers are aware of some of the 
unequal structures and practices of schools and are even aware of the need for change 
(Jokikokko, 2005c, p. 197), but in practice, it often turns out to be too diffi cult to 
affect such issues as an individual teacher. Some of the newly graduated teachers 
pointed out the factor of the low status of young, newly graduated teachers. Some 
expressed that as a newly graduated teacher, they have to concentrate on ‘survival’ 
during the fi rst years and that later on it would, hopefully, become possible to really 
start to develop their competence and view the curriculum and teaching contents, 



78

for example, from a broader intercultural perspective (Jokikokko, 2005b, p. 79). 
The lack of deeper refl ections on societal and structural inequalities of 

education in my data is a surprising result given the curriculum and content of 
the ITE programme: there are relatively quite a few studies on global education, 
human rights etc., which deal with the issues of social justice. As a teacher of this 
programme, I have noticed that students are usually fascinated by these issues and 
they seem to become aware of societal and global aspects of education and learn a 
lot about social justice in these courses. Moreover, teachers in my data discussed the 
‘intercultural orientation’, ‘hope’ and ‘spirit’ that developed in teacher education. 
This leads us to an interesting question: what happens to intercultural competence 
and societal awareness in an institution? In open-minded, transformative institutions, 
these can naturally develop and strengthen, but what about in an institution, which 
has strong traditions, a lot of performance pressures and resistance to change? Is 
it even possible that in those kinds of institutions intercultural competence fi rst 
narrows down and eventually disappears? 

It is still important to discuss one critical aspect of teachers’ intercultural 
competence, which is their understanding of diversity. As clearly pointed out, 
teachers generally emphasized the appreciation of diversity as a central value 
of their work. Many of the teachers actually mentioned that they would not like 
to work in too homogenous an environment, because work could then become 
routine and unsurprising. This is an interesting result, as in some of the earlier 
studies related to teaching immigrants, diversity and differences are often seen as 
defi ciency, problem, challenge or burden (Miettinen, 2001; Talib, 1999). According 
to Talib (2005, p. 113), having multicultural competence seems to prevent teacher 
burnout. It seems logical that teachers who see diversity as a resource do not get 
tired due to working in a multicultural classroom as easily as those who primarily 
see diversity as a burden. This is also pointed out by Bennett (1993, pp. 46–47), 
who argues that in ethnocentric stages, difference is experienced as threatening, 
either explicitly or implicitly, while in ethnorelative stages cultural difference is 
more likely to be enjoyable.

However, although diversity was clearly appreciated, the deeper analysis of 
the relationship between differences and discrimination was missing from the 
data. According to Nieto (2000, p. 47), there is a complex relationship between 
students’ race, culture, native language, social class, (as well as sexual orientation 
and gender, see e.g., Bedford, 2009; Lehtonen, 2005, Vuorikoski, 2005) and 
other differences with institutional discrimination, school practices and teachers’ 
expectations. Although in theory education is no longer meant to replicate societal 
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inequalities but rather to refl ect the ideals of democracy, such is not the reality 
(Nieto, 2000, p. 48).

Critical pedagogists (e.g., Freire, 1994, 1998) emphasize that teachers should 
teach students the ability to critically look at the society and provide them with 
tools to affect and change societies. These types of discussions were also marginal 
in my data. 

6.3 Conclusions for supporting teachers’ professional learning for 
intercultural contexts

In this chapter of the summary, I will now turn to drawing some conclusions, on 
the basis of the results of the study, regarding how teachers’ intercultural learning 
can best be supported, especially within the context of teacher education. I want to 
emphasize that I am not only referring to Intercultural Teacher Education (ITE) in 
Oulu. One specialized teacher education programme concentrating on multicultural 
issues is not enough. This type of education should not take place in the margins. 
Rather, intercultural contents should be a natural part of mainstream teacher 
education as well.

Considering intercultural competence as an ethical orientation that includes 
such ideas and characteristics as hope, idealism, a caring attitude and openness 
towards diversity, it is worth asking how this kind of personal and attitudinal 
competence can be developed or learned, especially in educational settings. 
It has been pointed out that knowledge, or even contact with people from other 
cultures, does not automatically affect attitudes and behavior. It is even possible 
that intercultural experiences strengthen our stereotypes and prejudices if genuine 
dialogue and mutual learning are lacking (Liebkind, 1994). As Salo-Lee (2007, p. 
78) points out, the personal qualities may not be easily acquired. However, certain 
skills, such as the ability to listen to the other, which have been regarded as crucial in 
effective intercultural communication, can be learned and improved. Determining 
whether a caring attitude is something that is innate, or whether we can actually 
develop it in teachers, is a relevant question. Noddings (1998) suggests modelling, 
dialogue, practice and confi rmation as the central educational means by which to 
support a caring attitude. She argues that the fi rst step is to learn to be cared for, 
and Noddings places special emphasis on the education that takes place at home. 

If these abilities are viewed as something that is more innate than developed 
or learned, the selection process of new teachers becomes the only possibility of 
ensuring the existence of interculturally competent teachers in future. The selection 
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process is defi nitely important; candidates who have prejudiced or racist attitudes 
are not suitable for educating future generations. However, as one of the aims of 
this study has been to look for those conditions that make intercultural learning 
and transformation possible in teacher education, I argue that student selection 
is not our only, or even favoured, means of infl uence. My study clearly showed 
that learning intercultural competence does not necessarily require students to 
have a multicultural or bicultural background or other remarkable intercultural 
experiences when they embark upon teacher education. In considering the teachers 
in my data, most of them mentioned having already had a caring attitude and some 
sort of sensitivity and an interest in diversity before their education, but these 
characteristics were also developed and indeed changed during and after teacher 
education (Jokikokko, 2010). 

In the subsequent paragraphs, the development of teacher education is 
discussed from the following perspectives. First, it is argued that holistic, long-term 
pedagogical interventions are needed to affect students’ perspectives. Secondly, the 
pedagogical means such as dialogue, confl ict situations, other emotional experiences, 
self-refl ection and the need for practical experiences of diversity are discussed. 
Third, the need for adding more societal context to teacher education is discussed. 
Fourth, conclusions are drawn on what kind of ‘signifi cant others’ can best foster 
students’ intercultural learning during their teacher education. And last, the need 
for in-service teacher education on intercultural issues is elaborated. 

If teachers’ intercultural competence is viewed more as a philosophy and way 
of thinking and acting, it is clearly unlikely that this kind of holistic approach would 
develop during one or two separate courses on multicultural issues. There is even a 
danger that stereotypes will only get strengthened in these types of courses, if there 
is not enough time for refl ection. That is why intercultural perspectives should 
be integrated to many studies throughout teacher education (Jokisalo & Simola, 
2009; Virta, 2009). It is easy to argue that Finnish teacher education programmes 
are already ‘full’ and scattered and that there is no room for new contents (e.g., 
Räsänen, 2002, p. 27). However, interculturality can be seen as an approach to 
or perspective on existing contents that does not necessarily entail the addition 
of new content. Intercultural competence and learning are processes that address 
our attitudes and way of thinking; it is not a matter of mastering some highly 
demanded or time-consuming skills. The integration of new perspectives into 
regular teacher education programmes, however, requires commitment and further 
training of the staff in teacher education departments. According to Nieto (2005, 
1996) and Banks (1999), intercultural and international education means a change 
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in the educational ethos and environment – the attitudes of the staff, the aims, 
contents, methods, teaching material, evaluation, language policy, counselling and 
co-operation between school and home. In teacher education this would imply the 
reconsideration of mono-acculturation and the promotion of various perspectives 
throughout the curriculum, educational sciences, school subjects and teaching 
practices.

On the basis of this study, it is evident that even adult learning is not merely 
affected by knowledge but also by feelings and action. For the research subjects of 
this study, the transformative, emotionally strong intercultural experiences during 
teacher education were provided by internships (especially those done in different 
cultural environments), exchange studies, excursions, arts, fi lms, but also through 
discussions and debates with teachers and other students. Providing students with 
experiences and even confl ict situations that challenge or force them to think of 
issues from other perspectives is important. As Taylor writes (1998, p. 51), the 
confl icts between group members may offer real learning opportunities, providing 
an excellent medium for exploring differences. A challenge for teacher education 
would be how to provide students with challenges, dilemmas, confl icts and even 
crises without traumatizing them.  Safety, trust and openness within the group and 
between the group members should allow teachers to prevail, even in these confl ict 
situations. It is essential that there is opportunity to refl ect on various experiences in 
order to deal with transformative experiences in a dialogical atmosphere.  Dialogue 
(Salo-Lee, 2007, pp. 79–80; 2003, p. 121) entails openness, empathy and trust. 
Dialogue both presupposes and creates an atmosphere where understanding can be 
reached and new ideas emerge (see also Räsänen & San, 2005).

As discovered through this study, teachers in my data were not, for the 
most part, analyzing the structural and societal contexts of education. From the 
perspective of critical pedagogy, the most important task of teacher education is to 
awaken and develop teachers’ societal awareness (see Tomperi & Piattoeva, 2005, 
p. 259; Sitomaniemi-San, p. 2009). However, as Sitomaniemi-San (2009) points 
out, research has shown that philosophical, sociological and political studies in 
teacher education are marginal. Moreover, practical experiences of this area are 
defi nitely needed in teacher education. Sleeter and Montecinos (1999, p. 114) point 
out that teachers who understand that education must be both intercultural and 
social reconstructionist must be politically literate, meaning that they should be 
able to make judgements about the distribution of power and resources as well as 
how to affect these. Sleeter and Montecinos (p. 114) suggest that during teacher 
education, teachers be given examples of the ways in which power can be shared 
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among school professionals and with other school constituencies. One way to do 
this would be to engage student teachers in community-based learning projects that 
are structured around the principles of egalitarian partnership.  

As intercultural learning seems to be not only a formal but also an informal 
process that includes numerous everyday life experiences, it would be important 
that during teacher education, students be provided with opportunities to refl ect on 
their intercultural learning as a lifelong process and become aware of the processes 
and experiences that are often unconscious: What has affected their intercultural 
attitudes, awareness and skills? How has their living environment and culture 
affected them and, at the same time, limited their way of understanding other 
perspectives? As Kristeva (1992) has stated, one way to learn to recognize diversity 
is to understand otherness as a part of one’s own identity (see also Lehtonen & 
Löytty, 2003; Rastas, 2007). This also became obvious in my research and that 
is why teacher students should also be given opportunities to refl ect on their own 
otherness during their studies. An interesting aspect related to the importance of 
self-refl ection, that also emerged from the data of this study, was that although we 
may assume that students who apply for the ITE programme in Oulu are rather open 
towards diversity even before commencing their studies, it was interesting to notice 
that regardless of the teachers’ backgrounds and living environments, in some of 
the teachers’ stories, it appears that certain kinds of diversity are easier to accept 
and appreciate than others. Although the aim of intercultural education cannot be 
cultural relativism or the acceptance of anything and everything, students should 
be challenged and encouraged to look at issues from different cultural, societal and 
religious perspectives, as well as from the perspectives of human rights, and refl ect 
on their own views and assumptions on that basis.

Prospective teachers defi nitely need practical experiences of encountering 
diversity and in my research these practical experiences of diversity were often 
the ones that caused strong emotional feelings and changes in world view. As 
Taylor (1994) mentions, critical refl ection alone will not lead to a perspective 
transformation. Transformation needs to take place in conjunction with action 
and discourse. These practical experiences can be organised during teacher 
education, for example, by giving students the opportunity to do their practices in 
multicultural environments.  Although teacher ethics was stressed as an essential 
part of intercultural competence in this study, it is evident that the importance of 
intercultural pedagogical skills cannot be underestimated in teacher education. It 
is essential to recognize that good ethical principles cannot compensate for poor 
professional skills and, conversely, that good professional skills cannot replace a 
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lack of ethical principles (compare Lindqvist, 1985). Almost all the teachers in this 
study mentioned the need for more knowledge and skills in certain areas relating to 
pedagogical intercultural competence although ethical sensitivity seems to be the 
basis for the development of such. 

As the willingness to work in a multicultural environment and develop one’s 
intercultural competences (which I have referred to as goal oriented learning in this 
study) is important for intercultural learning, teacher education students should 
also be encouraged to acquire intercultural competence outside teacher education 
by participating in various informal, non-formal and formal activities that support 
their intercultural learning. In the teachers’ stories, goal oriented learning appeared 
in their willingness to visit, live or study abroad and learn languages, to participate 
in voluntary work and to accept challenges in multicultural settings in the fi eld of 
education. This kind of action also requires guidance and tutoring as well as places 
in which to refl ect and share the experiences.

From a sociocultural point of view, we should, in particular, consider the 
meaning of signifi cant others for teachers’ intercultural learning during teacher 
education. The most obvious signifi cant others in teacher education are other student 
teachers and university teachers. It seems to be important for students’ intercultural 
learning that they gain experiences from various lecturers from other cultural 
backgrounds and teachers who act and think in different ways. However, it appears 
to be extremely important for teacher education students that they have a lasting 
relationship with one or two teachers throughout the entirety of their studies. This 
particular teacher would know their individual backgrounds and needs, and thus be 
able to support their personal growth and learning throughout their study career. As 
mentioned earlier, creating a safe and open atmosphere in which everyone has the 
courage to express their ideas seems to be signifi cant for intercultural learning. In 
the creation of this kind of environment, and ‘the spirit’ described above, the tutor 
of the group plays an important role.

Special attention should be given to the signifi cance of classmates for student 
teachers’ intercultural learning. One starting point is to form study groups that are as 
multicultural as possible. Creating a safe and open atmosphere in which everyone 
has the courage to express their ideas seems to be signifi cant for intercultural 
learning. My data showed that learning through, from and with others by discussing, 
listening and sharing, is important to teachers. Teachers in my data also appreciated 
the ‘interculturally oriented spirit’ in their group. However, although the ‘spirit’ 
encourages and provides conditions for intercultural learning, there is the danger 
that a group of peers becomes a community where everyone has to think and act in 
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the same way, and where different opinions and voices are not welcomed or even 
heard. There is also the possibility that the group becomes a closed community that 
feels either superior or inferior to other groups. In order to avoid this, co-operation 
and mutual learning between the groups would be crucial. 

It is also worth noting that literature can be ‘the signifi cant other’ during teacher 
education and strongly affect teachers’ intercultural learning. In some instances, 
novels and biographies can be more educative from the intercultural perspective 
than so-called ‘scientifi c’ literature, although this is naturally important as well. 

In order to sustain teachers’ intercultural learning processes after their training, 
teachers need support and in-service training. Teachers may face various challenges 
in their work, and their work community may not necessarily share the same kind 
of ideas on, for example, the signifi cance of considering diversity and multicultural 
issues. Transition from teacher education to work life is a challenging period for all 
newly graduated teachers. Researches worldwide have shown that novice teachers 
experience many kind of diffi culties when starting their working career (Darling-
Hammond & Sclan, 1996; Heikkinen, Tynjälä & Jokinen, 2010). Unlike in most 
other professions, teachers need to take the full responsibility of their work from the 
very begininning, often without organized support (Le Maistre & Paré, 2010, pp. 
560). So called “wash-out” phenomenon has been known for a long time (Zeichner 
& Tabachnik 1981). It refers to an idea that the beliefs and skills beginning teachers 
have learned from their teacher education program are actually faded out by the 
diffi cult circumstances they encounter in their fi rst years. 

On the basis of my data, it seems that equality and mutual learning are not 
realities in all the schools in our country yet. There are teachers who are lacking 
the knowledge, skills and even attitudes necessary to meeting diversity in a positive 
way.  Some former ITE students have been shocked when realizing the prejudiced 
attitudes and unequal practices in schools. In these kinds of situations, it would 
be necessary for teachers to get support in the form of, for example, in-service 
education, mentoring or keeping contact with the university. Otherwise, there is the 
danger that ‘interculturally oriented’ teachers fi nally end up ‘going with the fl ow’ 
and abandoning their own ideals. It seems that the idea of multicultural education 
is still met with ignorance, amusement and even resistance in our country, and 
even in schools whose fundamental task should be to provide safe and equitable 
learning opportunities for all students. Infl uencing attitudes and institutional 
structures is not easy for a young teacher, who needs to use lot of his/her energy 
to solve their everyday teaching problems. It can be much easier to adapt to the 
system than trying to be a critical intercultural innovator. However, this in-service 
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training should be carefully planned and lengthy enough. As I have highlighted in 
this study, intercultural learning is usually a long-term process, and one separate 
course on multicultural issues will not necessarily affect our awareness and actions 
suffi ciently. 
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7. Evaluating the reliability and ethics of the 
research

In this chapter I will evaluate the reliability, validity and ethics of this study by 
discussing the following aspects: 1) What is meant by reliability in this study? 2) 
What is the signifi cance of the results?  3) The reliability and ethics of collecting, 
analyzing and interpreting the data and publishing the results.  

The concepts of reliability and validity were originally developed within the 
context of quantitative research. According to Cresswell (2007, p. 202), some writers 
argue that authors who continue to use this positivist terminology are trying to 
facilitate the acceptance of qualitative research in a quantitative world. That is why 
alternative terms, such as trustworthiness, credibility, authenticity, transferability 
and confi rmability, have been developed (e.g., Lincoln & Cuba, 1985; Seale, 
1999). However, as Cresswell (2007, p. 207) points out, what is signifi cant is how 
these various terms and ideas are translated into practice. Despite the critics, I use 
the term ‘reliability’ here but try to defi ne clearly what it means in this particular 
qualitative study. My understanding of the reliability of qualitative research is very 
much based on the importance of ‘thick description’ of the whole research process. 
The goal is, throughout the whole research process, to make obvious for the reader: 
the researcher’s position in the study; why the study has been conducted; how the 
data has been collected analysed and interpreted; and where the conclusions come 
from.  From that perspective, it is important in a qualitative study that the reader is 
provided with the tools to critically analyse all aspects of the study. 

It is also essential to discuss the signifi cance of the study, especially in the 
context of social constructionism and narrative study. It can be argued that narrative 
biographical research is subjective and lacks the possibility of generalising the 
results. Generalisations, in qualitative study are always problematic, because 
human behavior and thinking are dependent on time, place and the whole 
context (Guba & Lincoln, 1996, p. 87). We tell about our memories from 
today’s perspective, which naturally has an infl uence: a life-story can contain 
insuffi cient knowledge or even ‘errors’ because people naturally forget issues 
and they have re-imagined the past from a position in the present (Eskola & 
Suoranta, 1998, p. 124). It is also acknowledged that we tend to look for elements 
from our past that would somehow explain our current life (Vilkko, p. 1988, 
pp. 95–96). In a way, I encouraged my research subjects to do that because before 
the interviews, I asked them to think about their life from the perspective of 
intercultural learning and elaborate those experiences from the past and current life 
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that had affected their learning. My research task was to look for the meanings that 
teachers give to their intercultural learning, not to create chronological, accurate 
life histories. 

Although in this study it is agreed that there is no one ‘truth’ about intercultural 
competence or learning, an aim has been to fi nd conditions that seem to have 
supported those processes in the research subjects’ lives.  As Kohlin (1981, p. 90) 
argues, biographies can be considered to be subjectively ‘true’. Individuals evaluate 
their own phases of life to explain self and their identity. In this process, our life 
experiences and background naturally play an important role (Goodson, 1991, p. 
40). There are various stories in my data – various ways and paths of intercultural 
learning that give different perspectives to intercultural competence and learning 
and help us to understand the nature of these phenomena that are relatively little 
researched, especially as lifelong processes. However, it is acknowledged that 
stories would most likely be different if they were told by teachers who have not 
been trained interculturally or by teachers who themselves represent minority 
groups (e.g., teachers that are immigrants). The stories might also be different if 
they were told by teachers who are older. 

I have explained my practical data collection and analysis processes in Chapter 
3, where I take only some aspects into critical discussion. In qualitative study 
generally and in biographical narrative study in particular, the researcher is the 
central instrument of the study. According to Kvale (1996, 2007), knowledge 
in interview situations is socially constructed. In narrative biographical study, 
the analysis and fi ndings are dependent on the researcher’s own life story and 
experiences. I have explained my own role in this study in Chapter 1.3. When the 
knowledge is construed through dialogue between the interviewer and interviewee, 
it can be rightly asked, whose ‘voice’ can be heard in the research? I have explained 
my data analysis in Chapter 3 and attempted to be as transparent as possible. 
However, the fact is that because of my research questions, I have been more 
interested in certain aspects of teachers’ stories and left some aspects out of my 
study. And this is something we must always do in qualitative research: select what 
is meaningful and important for a particular research endeavour. I also attempted 
to be careful when selecting the meaning units from the data not to detach any 
separate sentences or ideas from their context. 

In narrative biographical study, researchers are often recommended to interview 
the same research subject several times. This is seen to help to create a trustful 
and confi dential relationship between the interviewer and the interviewee, which 
contributes to obtaining deep and rich data (e.g., Kelchtermans, 1993, 1994). In 
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this study, some of the research subjects were interviewed twice; some only once. 
The research questions, however, were different in these two interviews. It could 
be seen as a weakness of this study that I interviewed my research subjects only 
once. However, I called some of them later on to check some of my interpretations 
and I asked the three teachers who had a bigger role in my study (in Article 5) to 
read the article before its publication. I think that I got rich data as some of the 
interviews lasted as long as three hours. As mentioned previously, I felt that the 
atmosphere in interview situations was confi dential. However, I admit that having 
several interviews with the same informant could have made it possible to derive 
deeper meanings and themes from the data.  

As I have mainly discussed the questions of reliability in narrative research, it 
is also important to say something about the phenomenographical part of this study. 
Gröhn (1993 in Metsämuuronen, 2003, p. 176) has raised four critical aspects about 
phenomenographical research. First, she points out that generalizing the research 
fi ndings is problematic. Secondly, conceptions are contextual. Thirdly, conceptions 
are not stable but change and fourthly, peoples’ conceptions are genuinely 
different – how is it possible to compare their differences? In the phenomenographical 
part of this study, I am aware of  these limitations, but on the other hand, I think that 
we have more or less similar problems in all qualitative (and in many quantitative) 
studies. However, given the contextual and dynamic nature of conceptions, I think 
that it is important to keep in mind that my research subjects at this phase of the 
research were rather young and newly graduated, which may have affected their 
ideas. Their conceptions of intercultural competence have probably changed as 
they have got more experience. For example, one of my fi ndings was that the 
emphasis on their conceptions of intercultural competence was mainly on ethics. 
This emphasis may derive from their studies in teacher education, where ethics is 
emphasized a lot, as the data was collected only a few years after their graduation.  

The relevance and reliability of my data analysis and fi ndings have also been 
checked in various peer reviews (e.g., Seale 1999, p. 472). First, in our EDGE 
research group33, where ‘critical friends’ – supervisors, other researchers and PhD 
students – have commented and given feedback as well as suggestions concerning 
the methods, meanings, interpretations and so on. At a later date, my articles also 
went through an external peer review process. 

3 EDGE (Education, diversity, globalization and ethics) is a postgraduate group in the Department 
of Educational Sciences in Oulu University that studies education from the perspectives of diversity, 
multiculturalism, globalization and ethics at local and global levels.
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Many of the ethical aspects of the qualitative research are intertwined with the 
questions of reliability. I have attempted to be as transparent in each stage of the 
research process as possible, and also show it in this summary by, e.g., describing 
the data analysis process rather extensively. However, it is still important to discuss 
two more aspects related to research ethics: the issues of informed consent and 
confi dentiality (Kvale, 1996, pp. 109–143) of the study. Informed consent requires 
that research subjects be informed about the overall purpose of the study (Kvale, 
pp. 109–143).  The overall purpose of my study was to gain an understanding on 
teachers’ intercultural competence and learning and this is also what I openly told my 
research subjects. I sent written information about my research before the interviews, 
explaining what I am studying and why this study is important. I explained basically 
the same issues again in the interview situations and also gave my research subjects 
the opportunity to ask about my research.  Because I told my interviewees that it is 
important to study these issues in order to develop teacher education, many of my 
research subjects assumed that the main purpose of my research was to evaluate the ITE 
programme.  This was the only evident misunderstanding that I noticed in my research 
subjects’ ideas concerning my study, and I made it very clear that evaluating was not 
my purpose.

I have protected the privacy of my research subjects by changing the 
names and places of the quotations I have used in the articles. I told all my 
research subjects, that if they like, they could see all the articles before they are 
published. In the phenomenographical part of the study, the data was looked at 
as a whole and interest was on various conceptions, not on individuals, and that 
is why I think that it was relatively easy to ‘hide’ the participants’ identities. In 
the narrative part of the study, I sent the manuscript of Article 5 to those three 
teachers whose stories were chosen as examples of various types of intercultural 
learning processes and asked them to comment on whether there was anything they 
wanted me to remove. On the basis of these comments, I made some clarifying 
additions to the stories, but did not really change anything of signifi cance.  I have 
tried to minimize the possible harm that this study could cause to my research 
subjects. In the interview situations I asked my research subjects to share only 
those experiences with me that I could use for my research. Still, I left out some 
interesting episodes and life experiences, if evaluated them to be too personal and 
sensitive. It is possible that teachers who have studied under the ITE programme 
at the same time as my research subjects might be able to recognize some of 
the stories from my data, but for the wider audience, my research subjects will 
remain anonymous.  
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8 Final remarks
Providing student teachers with intercultural competence is not an easy task, but it 
is possible and is a necessary task for any teacher education, if we want to educate 
teachers who can equally support the growth of all diverse students and give a 
many-sided and wide world view for all students. As fi nal remarks of this thesis, I 
want to discuss the future prospects and challenges concerning teacher education 
in Finland and the interesting research themes that arise on the basis of this study. 

In its Strategy for the Internationalisation of Higher Education Institutions in 
Finland 2009–2015 (Ministry of Education 2009: 44), the Ministry of Education 
requires that higher education institutions actively take part in supporting the 
multicultural higher education community and civil society. It further requires that 
the activities of higher education institutions be ethically sustainable and support 
students’ prerequisites to function in a global environment as well as to understand 
the global effects of their activities. This poses many challenges for higher education 
in general and teacher education in particular. 

A huge challenge for teacher education is how to avoid ethnocentrism and 
one-sided Western perspectives in education. As Järvelä (2010, p. 147) writes, 
Western academe have always considered themselves as the supreme source of 
knowledge (also Andreotti, 2008, p. 24; Spivak, 1993). However, when educating 
teachers to work in a multicultural environment, which is a reality in most of the 
societies today, Finland included, it must be asked whether the one-sided Finnish 
or European perspective to issues is suffi cient or the only relevant one. The new 
Basic Education 2020- proposal (Perusopetus 2020, p. 48) emphaises supporting 
the development of students’ cultural identity. It is justifi able to ask how teacher 
education could provide teachers with competences to support the cultural identities 
which are not familiar to them or part of the teachers’ own traditions. It cannot 
be expected that teachers would equally well know all the cultural traditions of 
their diverse students. Mediating the students the idea that one culture or cultural 
identity is not superior to others is important. However, it is still very easy to fall 
down an ethnocentric trap. For example, in the new Basic Education proposal 
(ibid., p. 48) the concept of ‘tolerance education’ is still used, even though the 
idea of tolerance indicates an ethnocentric discourse where otherness is determined 
from the perspective of our ‘own’ group and the others are seen as ones who need 
to be tolerated (see also Lehtonen and Löytty 2003, p. 88)  . It is also the fact in 
Finnish teacher education programmes that the staff and students are still mainly 
Finnish-born. Järvelä (2010, p. 131) asks whether there is structural suppression 
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in our academic environment that discriminates representatives of minorities. Is 
there a hidden curriculum in academic institutions that makes it very diffi cult or 
even impossible for some students to apply and study in the programmes? This 
thematic would provide an interesting and important research area, which has not 
been explored much so far. 

On the other hand, when discussing international and global aspects of 
education, there is also the possibility of forgetting the diversity in our own 
country. To improve teachers’ intercultural competence, such study units as 
multiculturalism in Finland and teaching Finnish as a second language (S2) should 
be included in teacher education programmes, as more and more teachers are dealing 
with this issue.

On the basis of this study, new questions and possible research topics also 
arise concerning the nature of intercultural competence and its learning process. 
Various types of action research on the content and methods of both in- and pre-
service teacher education would be needed. What I found especially interesting 
would be to study further the nature of refl ection and transformation during teacher 
education: What are the most signifi cant transformative learning experiences 
during teacher education and how far can we go in teacher education to provide 
those experiences? There is also an interesting methodological challenge when 
we study transformation: What would be a meaningful method by which to 
study different types of refl ection and transformation? Should we study the 
learning process when the transformation has been triggered in the middle of 
the possible crises to get immediate reactions? Do people forget something 
essential when they tell about the process afterwards, or do they see it in a 
very different light than when it was actually happening?  Action research that 
dealt with the ethnocentric structures of teacher education would defi nitely be 
needed as well. 

Another interesting perspective to studying intercultural learning would be to 
choose the research subjects very differently from how it was done in this study. It 
was pointed out in this study that motivation and self-directed learning are important 
for the development of intercultural competence. What about those people who are 
not so willing to obtain intercultural experiences or refl ect on their experiences? Is 
it still possible for them to learn intercultural competence?     

 A longitudinal study on intercultural learning would also be important. How 
differently do people think and feel after several years and how do the ideas of 
intercultural learning differ when someone is 25 or 40 or 60 years old? As pointed 
out in this study, the transition period from education to work was challenging 
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for many teachers. It would be interesting to study what happens to intercultural 
competence and societal awareness in school or other educational institutions. 
Does it strengthen and develop or does it disappear?

An interesting research topic concerning intercultural learning – and 
competence – would be to focus on the signifi cance of religion and spirituality in 
that process. As mentioned earlier, in this study I discovered that some teachers 
with strong religious beliefs face challenges in the process of intercultural learning. 
To give an example,  it was easy for some to accept a certain kind of diversity (e.g., 
ethnic), while it was more diffi cult to accept certain other differences (e.g., those 
related to religion and sexual orientation).  It would be interesting to fi nd out how 
religious beliefs affect the process of intercultural learning and whether the process 
is somehow different for those who do not have a strong conviction. The relationship 
between intercultural education and religion has been approached from different 
perspectives. Coulby (2008, p. 310) argues that there is something essentially 
anti-intellectual about religion as it totally privileges belief over knowledge and 
experience. He emphasises the challenges and problems that e.g. institutionalisation 
of religion poses to intercultural education. On the other hand, it can be argued that 
privileging knowledge over belief is also one kind of ethnocentrism. There are also 
authors (Cush, 1999) who argue that religious education could make a signifi cant 
contribution to intercultural education; as religious education is concerned with 
attitude formation, it can assist e.g. to develop a positive attitude towards other 
people, beliefs and religions. 

There are also some psychological studies of the relationship between religion 
and prejudice, and especially sexual prejudice (Batson, Denton and Vollmecke, 
2008; Goldfried & Miner 2002). According to Mak & Tsang (2008, p. 379) 
religiousness is one important predictor of sexual prejudice.  They point out that 
the phrase “ love the sinner, hate the sin” is popular in many religious circles. 
From the perspective of intercultural learning and intercultural education this idea 
is problematic, because the antipathy towards homosexual behavior may have 
serious consequences to human rights on the societal level (Ibid., 390).  On the 
other hand, there are attempts to depolarize the debate between religion and sexual 
orientation (e.g. Bartoli & Gillem, 2008; Kirkley & Getz, 2007) and show that 
respecting diverse views is possible. 

The diversity in our society will not disappear. According to Parekh (2006, 
pp. 167–168), cultural diversity fosters such vital preconditions of human freedom as 
self-knowledge, self-transcendence and self-criticism and creates a climate in 
which different cultures can engage in a mutually benefi cial dialogue. Teachers 
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who understand diversity as a potential and resource for learning instead of a burden 
have the potential to develop a similar understanding in their students. Teachers 
who understand education in its wider societal and global context and actively aim 
at promoting social justice in education have the potential to educate students who 
can actively transform their own life and society. I end this thesis by quoting Paulo 
Freire (1972, p. 39), whose words beautifully describe my understanding of the 
characteristics of the interculturally competent teacher:

“[T]he more radical the person is, the more fully he or she enters into reality 
so that, knowing it better, he or she can transform it. This individual is not afraid 
to confront, to listen, to see the world unveiled. This person is not afraid to meet 
the people or to enter into a dialogue with them. This person does not consider 
himself or herself the proprietor of history or of all people, or the liberator of the 
oppressed; but he or she does commit himself or herself, within history, to fi ght at 
their side.
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APPENDIX 1: 
Open- ended questionnaire 
(Questions translated from Finnish to English)

1. Describe your work briefl y
2. Who are the people you mainly face in your work? What kind of diversity you 
have recognised in your work?

2. 1) What is especially positive when working with these people?
2. 2) What has been challenging or problematic and why?

3. What are the most important competences (knowledge, skills, attitudes) that are 
needed for encountering diversity in your work?

3.1) How would you evaluate your own competences?
3.2) How have you developed those competences that are needed in your work?

4. How intercultural education, its values and aims can be seen in your work? 

5. How intercultural education, its values and aims can be seen in your spare time? 
6. Do you think that there are intercultural competences that are needed in all work 
contexts or are competences always contextual? 

7. How do you take into account your students’ different backgrounds and cultures 
related to following issues: 

7.1) learning methods
7.2. contents of teaching
7.3. learning material
7.4) Are there still some other means how you aim at supporting different 
students’ learning and personal growth? You can give practical examples. 

8. Have you recognised attitudes or practices in your school, that complicate some 
childrens’ learning or life in general. Have you attempted to affect those? Is it 
possible to affect those? You can give practical examples. 

9. What kind of competences your students need in order to act in future’s societies 
and world? 

9.1. How do you aim at preparing your students for the future’s world? You can 
give practical examples.

10. Your own comments related to this questionnaire or this topic.
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APPENDIX 2: 
Frame for the phenomenographical theme 
interview

(translated from Finnish to English)

The questions under different themes are for the researcher, the themes and 
questions were not necessarily discussed in this order

Background

Tell about your (work) experiences after your graduation
have you been to several work places? 
How did you end up to your current work place?
Did your employee or your colleagues know about M.Ed. International 
Programme? If yes, what did they know? 

Describe your work and responsibilities.

Work Experiences

How have you experienced your work?
What has been best?
What has been challenging/Diffi cult?

Encountering Diversity in Work

What kind of groups/people are you working with? What kind of diversity do you 
face in your work? How would you defi ne diversity?
Tell about those positive experiences that diversity brings to your work.
Tell about the challenging or problematic situations that diversity brings to your 
work. How did you solve the problems?
What kind of support do you get for solving these problems?
Are the values and aims in your work community similar? How would you evaluate 
the team spirit? 
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Intercultural Competences needed in work 

In your opinion, what are the aims of intercultural education?
Are those aims visible in your work? Can you give examples?
(For Teachers: How do you aim at supporting students from diverse cultural and 
social backghounds? How do you aim at affi rming diversity in your class/school? 
What kind of competences students need for working in future’s society?
What kind of competences do you need in your work?
What kind of skills you need for encountering diversity? Knowledge? Attitudes?
How would you evaluate your own intercultural competence?
How have you develop your intercultural competence?
How have you changed or develop in your work? / How has the work develop your 
intercultural competence?
How would you develop teacher education so that it would prepare you better for 
the work that you do?
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Appendix 3: 
Guidelines for the drawing on intercultural 
learning

(Translated from Finnish to English)

Dear xxx,

You have promised to participate in narrative biographical interview on teachers’ 
intercultural learning. Before the interview I would like you to think of those 
experiences in your life that have especially affected your thinking, attitudes, 
awareness or action related to diversity and intercultural issues These experiences 
can be part of any area and phase of your life: your childhood,  education, work, 
spare time etc. I hope that you could draw a picture what would somehow illustrate 
these experiences, turning points, events etc. from childhood to your current life 
that have affected your intercultural learning. The picture can be e.g. some sort of 
path describing your life but any other illustration is fi ne as well. The idea is that 
interview is based on the picture.

If you have anything to ask, please contact me before the interview
Thank you!
Katri
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