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Abstract
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multicultural societies. Higher education has begun to address this challenge through the widespread adop-
tion of Information and Communications (ICT) and e-learning strategies. One such initiative, the «Global
Learning Experience» (GLE) virtual exchange program, offered a significant opportunity to organize colla-
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amongst graduate-level counseling and social work students. In the present qualitative research, using a que-
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Introduction

In the present period of post-modernity, globalization has caused «the inten-
sification of worldwide social relations which link distant localities in such a way
that local happenings are shaped by events occurring many miles away and vice
versa» (Held, 1991, p. 9). All over the planet, human beings depend on each other
and need to cope with many commune challenges related to many opportunities,
but also risks in terms of climate, pollution, economic delocalization, violence,
and wars. The transformation of time and space has also affected interpersonal
relations: societies have become more multicultural and once-impossible in-
teractions and exchanges have become routine. Increasing in the last decade,
governments, international organizations, educators, politicians and business
leaders are focusing on the significance of mobility and exchanges in the field
of education through the mobility of students and teachers, for improving in-
ternational understanding, interaction and better communication in the world.

In Europe, The Council of Europe aims to promote multicultural or inter-
cultural dialogue, understanding, and competences. Mobility (real or virtual)
drives students’ and teachers’ interactive learning and learning to live together.
Togetherness goes beyond traditional social learning by focusing no longer on
the individual but on collective groups. Most social and educational goals (in-
teraction, inclusion, solidarity, joint responsibility, community building, global
awareness) cannot be achieved by isolated individuals but only through learning
together in diversity. Because learning takes place not only in the minds of indi-
vidual learners but also in their social and cultural environment, the encounter
with the «strangers» is the best way for the joint development of intercultural
competence (IC). Intercultural understanding and intercultural encounters are
more important than ever because they make it possible to address the causes of
some of the most virulent problems of today’s societies in the form of misunder-
standings across cultural, socio-cultural, ethnic and other lines: discrimination,
racism, hate speech, etc.

Accordingly, today, many international organizations, as well as national minis-
tries and private foundations, welcome and support international school partner-
ships and intercultural exchanges as part of a solid approach to intercultural learn-
ing in schools. International school cooperation effects range from strengthening
intercultural learning to an impact on peace, human rights, and environmental
education. In addition, school partnerships improve school quality, deepen the
international dimension in the classroom, enhance the pedagogy of teaching and
learning, and contribute to the social cohesion of societies worldwide.

Today, in our diverse democratic societies, education is urgently needed, which
can help citizens live together by adequately and constructively interacting with
diversity. There is an enormous need to develop IC (Portera, 2017). In the past,
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there have traditionally been two approaches: multicultural and intercultural.
Multicultural education uses learning about other cultures to enhance accept-
ance, or at least tolerance. Intercultural education aims to go beyond passive
coexistence to achieve a developing and sustainable way of living together in
multicultural societies by creating an understanding of, respect for, and dialogue
between different cultural groups.

The following manuscript present a research project aimed at developing
proficiency in IC at the level of higher education by adopting communications
and e-learning strategies. The aim will be to offer graduate students significant
opportunities to organize collaborative international learning experiences and de-
velop IC amongst global learning experiences through a virtual exchange program.
The intercultural approach applied in this project builds on the positive elements
of multicultural (understanding and respecting diversities) and transcultural
models (recognizing commune elements, like values, norms and rules) and adds
the opportunity of encounter, dialogue, handling conflict, and interaction. It can be
considered a new Copernican revolution since concepts such as «identity» and
«culture» are no longer understood as static but rather as dynamic processes in
constant development and evolution. Encounters with «the foreign» and with
ethnically and culturally different people represent opportunities for comparison
and reflection regarding ideas, values, rules, and behavior.

Intercultural Competence to Face Today’s Complexity

In the twenty-first century, using information and communication technolo-
gies (ICT) for teaching and learning has become normal and part of both extra-
curricular and curriculum activities. In fact, there are many benefits from their
use: 1. enhancement of participation in interactive exchanges and the related
enhancement of language proficiency; 2. digital skills for learning; 3. ability to
analyze, self-assess one’s abilities and identify learning needs; and 4. development
of IC. In this sense, a virtual exchange, entitled, the «Global Learning Experi-
ence» (GLE), provided an ample opportunity not only to structure collaborative
international learning experiences amongst graduate level counseling students
in Chicago and social work students in Italy (Ockerman et al., 2023), but also to
help them to be more appropriate and effective in their interactions in a multicul-
tural context. A context that, thanks to the virtual platform, became a reflection
of the Vygotskian conception of learning (Vygotsky, 1978) and Bachtin’s theory
on dialogue (Ponzio, 1981). Indeed, operating within a digital platform allowed
competence to be modulated through real negotiation processes, in a constant
interplay between context and learning. This, in Bachtin’s notion of dialogue,
means that the participants do not simply sift between competing meanings to
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find the correct one, but instead navigate a constantly changing and emerging
hermeneutic environment. Yet what does it mean to become competent?

The theoretical debate on the construct of «competence» constitutes a field
of discussion that is still open and interdisciplinary (Portera, 2022; Milani, 2017).
Within the educational-scholastic context, in particular, competence emerges as
a concept capable of orienting perspectives on teaching, learning, and assess-
ment; for this reason, a pedagogical approach based on it represents a genuine
educational paradigm shift (Castoldi, 2017).

In the Italian pedagogical landscape, a shared definition of competence is the
one that frames it as the «ability to cope with a task, or a set of tasks, by man-
aging to set in motion and orchestrate one’s own internal, cognitive-affective,
and volitional resources, and to use the available external ones coherently and
fruitfully» (Pellerey, 2004, p. 12) or, said otherwise, as the «ability of a subject to
combine potentialities, starting from the cognitive, emotional and value resources
available (knowledge, attitudes/awareness of the feelings, skills) to achieve not
only controllable performance, but also intentional ones to reach the develop-
ment of educational and training goals» (Alessandrini & De Natale, 2015, p. 1).

It follows that competence does not exist per se but is rather to be consid-
ered as an attribute of competent subjects (Milani, 2019). Its exercise therefore
requires multiple dimensions, which will have to be involved in its manifesta-
tion: willingness, availability, motivation, and autonomy which, moreover, make
it dynamic and processual, inherently susceptible to continuous improvement
(Milani, 2017; Deardorff, 2009). Moreover, its evaluation is linked to social recog-
nition and varies as the specific context in which it is manifested varies (Milani,
2019; Batini, 2013; Castoldi, 2017): in similar situations but in different contexts
a person might, in fact, not always be evaluated as competent.

On the other hand, the intersubjective, relational and dialogical aspect im-
plicit in the construct of competence is crucial when dealing with its specific
declination constituted by IC. Giving an univocal definition of it is a rather dif-
ficult task, since there is a wide range of expressions in the literature that reflect
the complexity of the term; some examples include: intercultural competences,
intercultural communicative competence, global competence, multicultural
competence, transcultural competence, cultural competence, intercultural sen-
sitivity, cross-cultural awareness, cultural literacy and cross-cultural capability
(Deardorff, 2012; Fantini, 2009). Among them assumes — in the context of the
purposes of the present study — an interesting significance, the so-called «global
competence» (OECD, 2023; Ferrero, 2022; OECD, 2020; Rensink, 2020), defined
as a multidimensional capacity through which people can examine local, global
or cross-cultural issues, understand the different perspectives and views there
may be on the world, interact successfully with the Other, and implement actions
for the collective well-being and the environment (Pedrizzi, 2023). Therefore,
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a path that aims to develop global competence for the formation of citizens of
the world able to coexist peacefully and democratically, recognizes the need to
accompany the younger generations in a contemporary world of uncertainties,
facilitating those competences — primarily intercultural — capable of looking at
the global and local in an integrated and inclusive form. It may therefore be said
that IC is embedded in the epistemological framework of global competence,
constituting a fundamental specification of it.

Among the various definitions given to the construct, we recall those of Por-
tera, who sees it as «the set of characteristics, knowledge, attitudes, and skills
designed to successfully manage relationships with linguistically and culturally
diverse people» (Portera, 2013, p. 144); of Santerini, for whom it is «a dynamic
mix of knowledge and skills that indicate the achievement of mastery in a given
professional environment» (Santerini, 2010, p. 190), further adding that the
concept of competence can also be understood as proficiency, i.e., «a high-level
internalized knowledge related to the ability to read, analyze specific complex
situations» (Santerini, 2010, p. 190). Moreover, Barrett, Lazar, Mompoint-Gaillard
and Philippou (Huber & Reynolds, 2014) describe it as a combination of attitudes,
knowledge, understandings, and skills applied through actions that enable, indi-
vidually or with others to:

- Effectively understand and respect people who have different cultural affili-
ations than oneself;

- Respond appropriately, effectively, and respectfully when interacting and
communicating with culturally different people;

- Establish positive and constructive relationships with culturally different
people;

- Understand oneself and one’s multiple cultural affiliations through encounters
with different cultures.

However, the most recurrent trait seems to be building appropriate and effec-
tive relationships. For most authors, the elements of competence that enable this
to be achieved consist predominantly of knowledge (and related understanding),
skills, and attitudes. As for the cognitive dimension, it involves acquiring broad
cultural and socio-linguistic knowledge and developing abilities to critically in-
terpret global historical, political, and social aspects by going beyond superficial
elements such as customs, food, or other similar aspects. Skills, on the other
hand, concern the ability to establish and maintain relationships, the ability to
communicate with minimal loss or distortion, and cooperating to accomplish
tasks or satisfy mutual interests or needs. They can thus be divided into cognitive,
communicative, and social-emotional skills, and basically concern the ability to
execute a well-organized and complex pattern of thought and behavior to achieve
the goal. Finally, the area of attitude, in which it conveys the so-called «inter-
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cultural sensitivity», that is «an individual’s ability to develop emotion towards
understanding and appreciating cultural differences that promotes appropriate
and effective behaviour in intercultural communication» (Chen & Starosta, 1996,
PPp- 353-383). Within this dimension, there is a component related to emotions,
one to cognition through understanding differences, and one related to action;
although the focus remains on the emotion generated by people, situations,
and contexts. It is prefigured as a necessary precondition for making exchange
and dialogue fruitful and fostering the full activation of IC. A final key focus
concerns context, that is, the availability of adequate time, space, and resources
(both human and material) for meeting and interaction, as well as the quality
of interpersonal relationships: the type of relationship in place, the motivation
to meet and dialogue.

As noted previously, the proliferation of ICT has become a more dominant
vehicle in higher education to help foster IC. Below, we recount one such en-
deavor, the GLE, discuss our findings, and provide lessons learned.

GLE Brief Introduction
Overview of the Program

Faculty in DePaul University’s (Chicago) counselor education program and
the University of Verona’s Centro Studi Interculturali social work program col-
laborated for two years to create an effective virtual cross-cultural experience.
Specifically, researchers were interested in determining how, if at all, a virtual
Global Learning Experience (GLE; often referred to as Collaborative Online
International Learning [COIL]) impacted their IC.

Context and Setting

During a six-week collaborative GLE project in Spring 2022, we examined
how graduate-level clinical mental health counseling (DePaul University) and
social work students (University of Verona) collaborated with their respective
cities to broker community assets germane to youth and their families. Students
worked in groups to analyze local resources and created a community asset map
(Griffin & Farris, 2010). The aim of this assignment was to help students identify
community resources appropriate for their targeted population (e.g., multiple
spoken languages, cost-effective payment options, accessibility via public trans-
port, etc.) and to underscore the importance of collaborating across sectors to
provide comprehensive wrap-around services. Each local community group was
assigned to a corresponding international community group. Subsequently, stu-
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dents worked with their international groups to analyze their community maps
and complete a case study, thereby broadening their global perspectives about
community-building and its impact on their future professional roles.

Given the escalating refugee population in Verona (IDOS, 2022), and the
increasing demand in Chicago to aid immigrants,' the project placed special
emphasis on identifying community resources for the well-being of immigrant
and refugee children and their families.

Numerous studies indicate the ethical necessity for culturally competent
mental health counselors and social workers working with immigrant and refugee
populations. Indeed, IC impacts the efficacy of the working relationship across
helping professions (Bhuyan et al., 2012).

Overview of the study: aim, tools, participants, and data analysis

To investigate the participants’ IC, specifically the project’s role and effect
on the participants’ IC, a questionnaire (in both English and Italian) with closed
and open-ended questions was used. The questionnaire structure is based on
Deardorff’s model of IC (Deardorff, 2006, 2009, 2011).

The pre-project survey consisted of two parts: a first part of 15 self-assessment
questions concerning the components of IC and a second, more reflective part,
consisting of two open-ended questions. The post-test consisted of a first part
identical to the pre-test followed by some open-ended questions about each item.
The second part of the post-test included three questions designed to bring out
how the project had impacted the participants’ IC.

The target population included 45 students, 35 females and 10 males between
the ages of 22-70, enrolled in CSL 520 «Counseling Children and Adolescents»
(DePaul University) or enrolled in a master program in Intercultural Education
and Competences (University of Verona).

The qualitative data analysis methodology followed the six steps of Braun &
Clarke’s reflective thematic analysis (Braun e Clarke, 2006, 2019). This work’s
outcome was a codebook in which the main themes with respect to IC that
emerged from the questionnaire, brief definitions, and examples (cited from the
questionnaire) were identified.

The IC components identified at the end of the project were:

Knowledge
Of Language

' American Immigration Council, Annual Report 2022, https:;//www.americanimmigrationcouncil.org (accessed
July 10, 2023).
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Of Self
Of cultural systems and/or institutions
Of other cultures
Attitude

Openness
Display (action)
Open mindness
Feel
Ability to share
Patience

Giving of time/ability to wait to make/suspend judgment

Awareness
Of Self
Of Communication Styles
Careful/considerate of others
Curiosity
Skill
Evaluate
Adapting
Communication Modes
Speaking slowly
Speaking calmly
Analyze
Compare/Contrast
Verify/Check
Relate
Anticipate Need
Ability to Plan
Check Bias
Observation
Empathy
Attention to Non-Verbals
Eye-contact
Smiling
Ability to ask questions
Reflecting
Engage in discussion/debate
Listen
Paraphrase
Ability to Engage in Team
Attention to Context/Environment
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Exposure to diverse experiences/people

Flexibility

Exploring Intercultural Competence

Concerning the quantitative data, the pre-test questionnaire was completed
by 33 students, while 20 students completed the post-test (the questionnaire
was not mandatory) (figure 1).

Figure 1
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B Openness

B Tolerance for ambiguity

B Flexibility (In using appropriate communication styles and behaviors; in in...
Curiosity and discovery

B Withholding judgment

B Cultural self-awareness/understanding

B Understanding others’ worldviews

B Culture-specific knowledge

B Sociolinguistic awareness (awareness of using other languages in soclal con...

I Skills to listen, observe and interpret

B Skills to analyze, evaluate, and relate
Empathy (do unto others as they would have done unto them)

B Adaptability (to different communication styles/behaviors; to new cultural ...

Il Communication skills (appropriate AND effective communication in intercultu...

Below are some reflections with respect to the data collected:

a) The pre-test shows that, in general, students believe they have good IC. In
fact, the assigned values are concentrated between the 3rd and 5th level
(highest). It can be seen from Figure 1 that the three highest scoring skills
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were Empathy, understood as «do unto others as they would have done unto
them», which was placed at level 5 by 60.6% of the students, Respect (valuing
other cultures), placed at the highest level by 54.5% of the participants, and
Curiosity & Discovery which was listed as highest by 51.5% of the participants.

b) At the end of the project, the skills that were rated highest (level 5-very high)
were Respect (52.6%), and Curiosity & discovery, Withholding judgment, and
Empathy, the latter three placed at level 5 by 45% of the participants. In ad-
dition to this, the items whose level 5 increased the most were Withholding
Judgment (in the pre-test it was placed as level 5 by only 15.15% of participants,
while in the post-test it increased to 45%), Tolerance for ambiguity (pre-test
level 5 indicated by 12.12% and post-test indicated by 36.84%), and Cultural
self-awarenessfunderstanding (pre-test 15.15% and post-test 35.00%). Referring
back to the structure and specific objectives of the project, it is interesting
to note that the items Culture-specific knowledge and Sociolinguistic awareness,
again for Level 5, went from very low values (0% and 6.06%, respectively) to
higher values at the end of the project (Culture-specific knowledge: 15%; Socio-
linguistic awareness: 25%). This would lead to the assumption that the project
helped enhance these two skills.

¢) Interestingly, the number of people who assigned themselves a score of 5 on
the skills to listen, observe, and interpret decreased, moving to levels 4 and
3. Similarly, students rated themselves empathic at levels 4 and 3 increased,
while 5 significantly decreased. This may be due to a predisposition towards
socially desirable answers, which may have initially influenced or distorted
participants’ views. It may also indicate that participating in the GLE gave
students a more critical and reflective view of these competences, allowing
participants to better understand them, and thus, the growth still necessary
to possess them at the highest level.

In the post-test, each self-assessment prompt related to the individual compe-
tence item was accompanied by an open-ended question to stimulate reflection.
For example, by asking the participants to present how certain IC components
were acted upon within the project.

The wording of these open-ended questions contains a strong connection
with reality and practice, as well as enacted in a specific situation of IC. In
particular, those questions asked participants to provide examples of the skills
and competences they displayed during the GLE project and, at the same time,
stimulate reflection on their actions, which are often acted out unconsciously
and automatically.

Students demonstrated openness mainly in their ability to relate the two
referral systems (Italy and the U.S.), often through active listening and requests
for clarification, as illustrated by the following responses:
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I displayed openness by working with Italy to understand their way of operat-
ing through challenges relating to various areas of someones life.

Special attention was also paid to elements that may hinder or facilitate the
action of skills. This prompt led the students to report skills they possess that
worked positively in the project and those skills that may have challenged them.
Many of the difficulties related to flexibility were related to the dimension of
communication, for example, one student pointed out:

I think flexibility is so important! Also it was hard because in my group I was
the only one speaking in English so I had to find all the correct word for explain [...]

The request to reflect on the possibility of acting out specific skills within the
project was also intended to emphasize how skills are shown in practice rather
than which ones we would like to possess. Some of the responses mainly con-
cerned knowledge of the culture of the two countries (Italy and the US). Such
knowledge enabled students to better understand the organization, functioning,
and differences between the two social health systems, including the needs of
clients, as can be seen from the following responses:

Being conscious of Italy’s history, culture, geo-political positioning, govern-
ment structure, neighboring country relations, etc., really helps inform an under-
standing of why certain services are provided a certain way compared to the US.

Some responses highlighted students’abilities concerning service providers
and users. For example, the ability to anticipate and understand the real needs
of users. Also, the ability to reflect on the correspondence between needs and
services, including through their empathic skills.

Alternatively, again, the ability to consider context as an element of design:

When reading their community map resources, I made sure to consider the
various factors influencing their experience vs. ours. How large is Italy and Verona
geographically? What neighboring countries do they have? How has the history
of culture and government impacted community resources? How does the US
differ in these areas?

Fostering Intercultural Competence

The last open-ended questions of the questionnaire were intended to inves-
tigate IC development within the project further. This qualitative component
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reinforces the professional’s ability to question and reflect on their actions,
evaluate them, and possibly modify them (Mortari, 2003; Schon, 1993). Such
reflection can foster an increase in competence, as reflecting and questioning
one’s actions can develop awareness concerning one’s skills (Mortari, 2003),
and fostering awareness regarding one’s skills and abilities leads to an increase
in empowerment (Galavotti, 2020). Moreover, reflective capacity is essential to
analyze what one does and to evolve and modify one’s practices.

Regarding the skills that supported students during the project, the responses
covered both personal attitudes such as being outgoing, patient and adaptable,
flexible, open to learning, and curious, but also students learned skills such as
knowledge of other languages, systems, and social phenomena, and social skills.

Many responses highlighted the functional skills of the project, such as con-
frontation with different groups of people, discussion, dialogue, and interaction,
all of which are core elements of intercultural pedagogy (Portera, 2020). Trave-
ling, communicating, meeting different people, confronting different cultures,
and «staying curious» were identified as possibilities for continuing to develop
one’s IC.

Some responses also brought out knowledge, attitudes, or skills already pos-
sessed and used in the project, such as open-mindedness, flexibility, teamwork,
contextual or background knowledge, and specific knowledge, for example
about immigration and its process or the national health care system; «listening
skills» and «knowing how to listen well», are cited as essential skills to be able
to interact. The dimension of culture is mentioned in terms of one’s attitudes
or in the form of awareness.

One of the final questions encouraged students to reflect on their abilities
discovered through project participation. In addition to flexibility, empathy, and
new knowledge, emerged also the ability to be open to the other and the world;
change one’s point of view; not to take anything for granted. In addition, the
ability to read and interpret contexts and to be able to «widen our gaze» to catch
elements that were not previously considered were also reported:

It appears some countries/communities have a government healthcare ap-
proach of <how can we help you» (universal healthcare, healthcare as a right) vs.
«how can you help yourself> (healthcare as a privilege, not free, etc.).

Lessons Learned
The post-assessment deliberately sought the insights of students, aiming to

gather not only their acquired knowledge but also their recommendations for
refining future iterations of the project. As is customary in most iterations of vir-
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tual exchange, students identified language barriers, the challenges of navigating
time zone differences, and understanding cultural nuances. They acknowledged
the strategic placement of at least one English-speaking member within each
Italian group and the employment of a translator for the joint synchronous class
discussion (Ockerman et al., 2023).

Adhering to best practices, the GLE was meticulously structured in three
distinct phases: firstly, an empathy-building stage fostered community through
introductory student and instructor pictures and videos, probing discussion top-
ics, and supplementary readings on cultural similarities and differences; secondly,
a collaborative work phase entailed group project deliverables necessitating
negotiation, organization and cooperation. Lastly, a reflective phase provided
students ample opportunity to consider their individual growth and learnings
from the cross-national encounter. As corroborated by research (Doescher &
Rubin, 2022; Helm & Van der Velden, 2019; O’Dowd, 2021), these methodologies
effectively pushed students beyond their conventional classroom boundaries.

In anticipation of forthcoming iterations, we have deliberated the necessity
for more comprehensive preparatory materials describing welfare services in
each participating country from the project’s outset. This includes assignments
involving participant interviews to enhance engagement and understanding. Ad-
ditionally, integrating a mid-project monitoring mechanism and allocating time
for peer tutoring or mentoring to bolster student support are under consideration.
Lastly, efforts are underway to establish an in-person summer exchange program
between the two universities as a culminating experience.

Conclusion

This article presents a research project to develop proficiency in IC in higher
education by adopting communications and e-learning strategies. The aim was
to offer graduate students significant opportunities to organize collaborative
international learning experiences and develop IC amongst global learning experi-
ences through a virtual exchange program. Faculty at DePaul University and the
University of Verona’s Centre for Intercultural Studies collaborated for two years
to generate an effective virtual GLE through Collaborative Online International
Learning (COIL) to impact IC.

To conclude, it is possible to affirm that encounters between people from
different countries and cultures, even if virtual, if adequately planned and con-
ducted, can generate significant professional, personal, and social enrichment.
Although the short time, the fiscal distance, and all the difficulties faced, each
one of the involved people, students, and staff, have had the opportunity to have
highly significant experiences of actual and constructive encounters. The GLE
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project could be easily reproduced in other universities and schools. The hope
is that it could be useful for confronting neoliberal and socially unjust praxis in
order to overcome various historical failures, such as the alarmingly low educa-
tional success of students with immigrant and low socioeconomic backgrounds
(European Commission, 2024).

Today, in our schools and universities, there is an urgent need to initiate an
authentic change in order to develop innovative approaches necessary for replac-
ing current school paradigms based on the tenants of the military and Fordism
and for enhancing all the potential, talents and multiple intelligences (Gardner,
1993) of every young person.
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