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Abstract: This study investigates parents’ perceptions of the impact of cultural diversity on their
children and their role in facilitating their children’s navigation through diverse cultural landscapes.
A questionnaire, part of the Erasmus+ REACT project (the reciprocal maieutic approach), was dis-
tributed among 243 parents of secondary school children in Bulgaria, Italy, Greece, and Spain. It
aimed to shed light on the effects of cultural diversity on young individuals and the influence of
parents in fostering intercultural competences and critical thinking. The findings reveal a strong
positive perception among parents regarding cultural diversity, with a significant majority acknowl-
edging its beneficial impact on their children’s development. Parents identify themselves as crucial
educators and role models, emphasizing the importance of open dialogue, positive exemplification,
and the teaching of tolerance and respect. Despite recognizing the general adeptness of their children
in interacting with cultural diversity, parents perceive challenges, particularly related to differences
in beliefs, religions, and social classes. Parents favor experiential and participatory activities over
traditional academic methods for fostering intercultural competence, suggesting a shift toward more
inclusive educational practices that involve family and community. This study calls for educational
initiatives that promote active participation, connection with the community, critical thinking, and
empathy toward cultural differences.

Keywords: parent involvement; cultural diversity; stereotype; intercultural education; critical thinking;
sociology of education

1. Introduction

In an increasingly multicultural, globalized, digitalized, and diverse world, education
that focuses on developing intercultural competences and critical thinking, promoting
tolerance and open-mindedness, and reducing prejudice and stereotypical thinking is more
important than ever before.

The aim of this article is to describe and analyze the results of a questionnaire ad-
dressed to parents of secondary school children in four European countries regarding
their own and their offspring’s attitudes and responses to cultural diversity. The question-
naire represents an initial step in the development of the reciprocal maieutic approach
(RMA) through the Erasmus+ REACT project. The aim of the reciprocal maieutic approach
pathways enhancing critical thinking project (REACT) was to develop and implement an
innovative methodology to promote the acquisition of critical thinking skills with the aim of
fostering inclusive education and values such as tolerance and acceptance of diversity as an
enriching value. The RMA employs dialogic learning to discuss and discover the processes
that give rise to intolerance and to better understand how prejudices and stereotypes are
created. The use of the RMA also aims to motivate teachers, students, and parents to learn
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actively and autonomously following the Montessori motto “teach me how to do it by
myself”. The piloting of the REACT project was carried out in four partner countries in
the EU (Bulgaria, Italy, Greece, and Spain) and has proved to foster dialogue, reflection,
empathy, and critical thinking among students in early secondary schools and vocational
training centers.

Parents and schools may often be breeding grounds for stereotypes and prejudices.
Some children have their first contact with diversity when they attend school. For this
reason, what schools do and promote is key to undermining strong diversity conceptions
and approaches that students bring from home. In the early 1980s, Allport and Pettigrew
conducted research and showed that what schools and teachers do in their classes can be
very effective in breaking down stereotypes, but it should be done in the right way and
using certain approaches.

Parental involvement has been a focus of study since the 1960s. At first, it was
thought that children’s learning and development was principally the domain of the school
and that parental involvement in schools was a school initiative, with parents attending
the school either to assist in some activity or to attend sessions designed to help them
become ‘better’ parents. Epstein et al. [1] developed a model with what they denominated
‘overlapping spheres of influence’ that considered the community, homelife, and the school
all learning spaces that influenced the learning process and provided different types of
activities and initiatives that made interaction between parents and school a more symbiotic,
proactive process.

The present article first provides context for the questionnaires, with a brief description
of the REACT project. It then discusses the development and the relevance of intercultural
education and competences, critical thinking, and parental involvement in schools and the
learning process, with the aim of providing a comprehensive justification and background
to the questionnaire and its results.

2. Theoretical Framework
2.1. The REACT Project

The main goal of the REACT project is to promote inclusion in secondary education
settings by employing the reciprocal maieutic approach merged with elements of the
Montessori experience. The RMA, developed by Danilo Dolci (1924–1977), an Italian social
activist, educator, and philosopher working in Sicily [2], represents a powerful tool in the
promotion of active citizenship, critical thinking, and dialogic learning. The RMA is a
method of collective exploration that employs individuals’ experiences and intuitions as
the starting point for a collective process of the exploration of words and concepts key
to inclusive education and the conception of stereotypes. It encourages critical thinking
and offers a safe space for participants to confront one another and each other’s ideas,
and to search for the real meanings of words and concepts. Ultimately, the RMA reduces
intolerance and stereotypical thinking. It can be considered a method that can and should
be integrated into the curriculum and be adapted to many different school subjects but
should be used in conjunction with other active learning methodologies. The role of the
teacher, as in the Montessori Approach, is to prepare the learning space, removing obstacles
to learning, and to observe and intervene when necessary, allowing participants to be the
protagonists rather than beneficiaries of the learning process.

The RMA is holistic and directly involves students, teachers, and parents and, more
indirectly, policy makers, local authorities, and other public entities involved in the field
of education. The REACT project consisted of a series of workshops following the RMA,
aimed at students aged between 10 and 17 years old. These workshops started from a
problem or need identified in the classroom or school, and through this methodology, the
students themselves managed to define the problem and provide a solution that emerged
from discussion and reflection among them. The initial stages of the project consisted of
surveys relating to cultural and other types of diversity completed by students, teachers,
and parents with the aim of ascertaining their perceptions and beliefs about how diversity
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affects daily life both at school and outside in the community. This article describes and
analyzes the results of the survey completed by parents.

Research has demonstrated that parents require guidance in their role as educators;
however, there is, in general, a lack of opportunities to share their experiences and concerns
with other parents and professionals. Parent events organized by schools are often poorly
attended as they tend to be school initiatives rather than activities involving joint planning
with parents [3]. Parents therefore tend to seek help and advice about their children
from their ‘intimate’ networks, family, and friends, rather than from schools. Domina [4]
posits that parents are key to whole-school approaches and community schooling, which
have been shown to promote social inclusion by influencing students’ attitudes toward
other cultural groups. The EU Commission, in a recent study, remarked that nearly all
EU countries have implemented national policies and formal guidelines to enable or
promote parental participation in school administration [5]. Parental involvement is not
only relevant to children’s academic achievements and results but is also linked to their
emotional and social development. The REACT project with its RMA approach has and will
involve parents in the initial planning phases and in the RMA workshops, making them
key actors in the development of critical thinking skills. The competences they develop
in the RMA workshops will be key to forging better conflict resolution strategies in the
context of family and school. Furthermore, the RMA approach operates on multiple levels
within the educational context. Internally, it fosters intuitive thinking among students,
encouraging them to explore their own ideas and insights. Simultaneously, teachers play
a crucial role in invoking and facilitating discussions centered around the principles of
reciprocal maieutic. They guide students through the process, prompting them to articulate
their thoughts, engage in critical reflection, and collaboratively construct knowledge.

The results of the survey conducted with parents, which will be discussed in this
article, constituted the initial phase of the project, considered preparation and information
gathering, during which parents’ perceptions were consulted regarding how they perceived
cultural diversity impacting their children. Thus, a part of the RMA workshops was based
on the results of this survey.

2.2. Intercultural Education and Intercultural Competences

Intercultural education is also variously known as, or falls into the category of, global
education, anti-racist education, inclusive education, and multicultural education. All
of them share the objective of integrating people of different ethnic backgrounds into
the community and the educational system [6,7]. Even though many authors refer to
intercultural education by different names, they are talking about intercultural education.
Intercultural education refers to the specific education that aims to include students of
different cultural backgrounds in one system. It is a type of education that acknowledges
and considers those cultural differences which are manifested in the communication,
learning, and teaching processes [8].

It has long been known that integration among culturally diverse students does not
occur naturally by simply spending time in the same place together. Allport’s [9] inter-
group contact theory states that although contact is needed between people from different
cultures and ethnicities for quality interaction to occur and prejudices and stereotypes to
be reduced, the interaction should be monitored and ‘controlled’. The monitor, the teacher
in a classroom setting, should develop group work with the participants, guide groups,
and decide how far the interaction should go [8,10,11]. This guided group work will help
students to modify their beliefs and prejudices about each other. ‘Control’ implies, for
example, observation of the students and their reactions, noticing when a student feels
uncomfortable in a group activity and bringing the class back to a whole-class dynamic. For
meaningful, successful interaction of this type to take place, there are four key conditions,
according to Nesdale and Todd [12]. Participants should have equal status (all members of
the group are considered equal), shared objectives, effective cooperation and teamwork,
and finally, support from a more experienced person, the teacher. The role of the teacher
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or guide is key to eradicating stereotypical thinking and to achieving successful formal
learning [13].

Methodologies such as cooperative learning [14] have all of the ingredients required
for successful group work: positive interdependence (all members are equally important
to the task to ensure a satisfactory outcome), individual and group accountability (group
members must take responsibility for their own actions and learning, as well as the actions
and learning of the group), the promotion of interaction, the appropriate use of social
skills, and group processing. However, a teaching/learning methodology is not enough.
Cultural integration does not happen automatically through contact with multicultural
groups, unless the experience is transformed into a learning experience that develops
intercultural competence [15–17]. Teachers must therefore be trained not only to implement
methods such as cooperative learning, but also to understand the processes involved in
adaptation to and integration into a different culture, and to transform the learning envi-
ronment using intercultural interventions if they are to enhance their learners’ intercultural
competence [18].

Intercultural education and pedagogy appear to be necessary given the diversity
present in Europe and its educational systems [19]. They represent another stage in at-
tempts to address issues surrounding the integration of different ethnic backgrounds in the
community and in education. Intercultural education takes a step beyond the assimilation-
ist policies and compensatory mechanisms, popular for so long, wherein newcomers to
a culture were expected to adopt the host country’s customs, leaving their own cultures
and traditions behind, and behaving as though nothing from the past or from their original
culture was valid anymore. Intercultural education and pedagogy were developed over the
years in the field of education [6,20]. They are conceived of as education that is rooted in a
particular culture but is based on an appreciation for and valuing of its culturally diverse
members, their cultures, beliefs, and perspectives. They embrace practices that focus on all
members of a particular society and favor a holistic approach to education that includes
cognitive, behavioral, and affective factors [7]. They are key to understanding that we are
cultural beings and the way we learn is culturally bound.

So, the aim of intercultural education is equality of opportunities for all members of a
society. According to Aguado-Odina [6], opportunities refer to being able to choose and to
having access to educational, social, and economic resources. For this to occur, racism must
be addressed, and intercultural competence must be developed [21].

Several recent European reports conclude that the development of intercultural com-
petences is a key factor in enabling young people to live and work responsibly, sustainably,
and harmoniously in our ever-changing, multicultural society. Developing intercultural
sensitivity or competence will help in the reduction in stereotypes [22].

Stereotypes may be understood as reductionist rigid mental images or descriptions of
a group that can be positive or negative, focused on a group of people who share similar
characteristics [23,24].

Paige, Cohen, Kappler, Chi, and Lassegard also defined stereotypes as “the automatic
application of information we have about a country or culture group, both positive and
negative, to every individual in it” [25] (p. 57). The root of stereotyping is the use of
categories for people in groups; its origin comes from relations between groups and its
transmission occurs through socialization, such as mass media. Stereotypes are generally
negative and inaccurate and constitute a failure to recognize diversity among a group
of people.

In short, the main aim of intercultural education is to provide a quality educational
system for all participants. Work, involving specific intercultural pedagogy, needs to be
carried out to raise awareness of and eliminate stereotypes and prejudices. Cultural differ-
ences should be embraced and valued. Schools working with their communities, including
parents, represent ideal settings for the development of intercultural competences [26].



Educ. Sci. 2024, 14, 640 5 of 19

2.3. Critical Thinking and Stereotypical Thinking

Stereotypical thinking is often marked by ‘Ambiguity intolerance’ which is often
defined as a state characterized by psychological uneasiness or anxiety [27]. Some authors
feel that if a situation is seen as threatening rather than interesting or positive in any way,
the uneasiness and anxiety that characterize ambiguity intolerance are activated [28]. The
same authors relate ambiguity intolerance to a preference for stereotypes [29]. This is also
linked to a less developed intercultural competence and the inability to adjust to unknown
circumstances, being afraid of leaving your comfort zone. Critical thinking is a rigorous
process of conceptualizing, analyzing, synthesizing, and evaluating content and revising
where it comes from or who generates it by observing, experiencing, and reflecting [30]. The
‘ambiguity tolerance’ and ‘ambiguity intolerance’ dichotomy is relevant to current thinking
on how critical thinking and intercultural competence may affect degrees of tolerance, since
both competences need to be learned and practiced, and both require leaving your comfort
zone. Both competences belong to System 2 of our brains as Khaneman explains in his
book Thinking Fast and Slow [31]. Stereotypes can be seen as cognitive schemas or bits of
knowledge that help individuals interpret their world. However, they can also be seen as
cognitive limitations, involving a lack of cultural knowledge that can be reduced through
conscious motivation and educational interventions. Prejudices are learned ideas that
are “formed through direct instruction, modelling, and social influences on learning” [32]
(p. 500). Therefore, addressing and dismissing stereotypes requires conscious effort and
may involve specific educational processes facilitated by teachers and supported by the
broader community of educators, including parents.

The likelihood of students exhibiting racist, prejudiced, ethnocentric, or intolerant be-
haviors is influenced by cognitive differences, personal experiences, and the [31] student’s
zone of proximal development, the distance between the level of problem solving at indi-
vidual level and the level that can potentially be achieved with the help of a more able adult
or peer [33]. This suggests that educational strategies and pedagogical approaches play a
crucial role in shaping students’ attitudes toward stereotypes [13]. Actively confronting
stereotypes during the educational process can reduce intolerance [34]. By becoming aware
of stereotypes and challenging them cognitively, students can develop new perspectives.
Critical thinking should be developed as a learned skill that must be practiced and inte-
grated into the curriculum. This process involves engaging students in active learning,
applying content, and utilizing various learning methods and assessment strategies. The
REACT methodology aims to enhance critical thinking skills through reciprocal maieutic
workshops, where dialogue based on participants’ own intuition and experience forms the
basis for discovering the deeper meanings of words and concepts that otherwise may be
used and understood on a very superficial level. The reciprocal maieutic approach operates
both at the school and community level. It focuses on dismissing stereotypes through a
cognitive process and involves students, teachers, and parents, presenting an innovative
pedagogical strategy.

2.4. Parental Involvement

See Table 1 below. Family and home life have not been the subject of extensive research
as contexts in which differences are experienced, even though the importance of family life
has long been recognized in the creation and transmission of prejudice and stereotypes, as
seen in Allport [9].
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Table 1. Epstein’s framework of six types of involvement for comprehensive programs of partnership
and sample practices.

Type 1
Parenting

Type 2
Communicating

Type 3
Volunteering

Type 4
Learning at Home

Type 5
Decision Making

Type 6
Collaborating with

Community

Help all families
establish home

environments to
support children as

students.

Design effective
forms of

school-to-home and
home-to-school
communications

about school
programs and

children’s progress.

Recruit and organize
parent help and

support.

Provide information
and ideas to families

about how to help
students at home

with homework and
other

curriculum-related
activities, decisions,

and planning.

Include parents in
school decisions,

developing parent
leaders and

representatives.

Identify and integrate
resources and
services from
community to

strengthen school
programs, family

practices, and
student learning and

development.

Sample Practices

Suggestions for home
conditions that

support learning at
each grade level.

Workshops,
videotapes,

computerized phone
messages on

parenting and child
rearing at each age

and
grade level.

Parent education and
other courses or

training for parents
(e.g., GED, college

credit, family
literacy).

Family support
programs to assist

families with health,
nutrition, and other

services.

Home visits at
transition points for

pre-school,
elementary, middle,

and high school.
Neighborhood

meetings to help
families understand
schools and to help
schools understand

families.

Conferences with
every parent at least

once a year, with
follow-ups as needed.

Language translators
to assist families as

needed.
Weekly or monthly
folders of student

work sent home for
review and
comments.

Parent/student
pickup of report card,
with conferences on
improving grades.

Regular schedule of
useful notices,

memos, phone calls,
newsletters, and

other
communications.

Clear information on
choosing schools or
courses, programs,

and activities within
schools.

Clear information on
all school policies,
programs, reforms,

and transitions.

School and classroom
volunteer programs

to help teachers,
administrators,

students, and other
parents.

Parent room or
family center for
volunteer work,

meetings, resources
for families.

Annual postcard
survey to identify all

available talents,
times, and locations

of volunteers.

Class parent,
telephone tree, or
other structures to
provide all families

with needed
information.

Parent patrols or
other activities to aid
safety and operation
of school programs.

Information for
families on skills

required for students
in all subjects at each

grade.

Information on
homework policies
and how to monitor

and discuss
schoolwork at home.

Information on how
to assist students to

improve skills in
various class and

school assessments.

Regular scheduling
of homework that

requires students to
discuss and interact

with families on what
they are learning in

class.

Calendars with
activities for parents
and students at home.

Family math, science,
and reading activities

at school.

Summer learning
packets or activities.

Family participation
in setting student

goals each year and
in planning for
college or work.

Active PTA/PTO or
other parent

organizations,
advisory councils, or

committees (e.g.,
curriculum,

safety, personnel) for
parent leadership
and participation.

Independent
advocacy groups to
lobby and work for
school reform and

improvements.

District-level councils
and committees for

family and
community

involvement.

Information on
school or local

elections for school
representatives.

Networks to link all
families with parent

representatives.

Information for
students and families
on community health,
cultural, recreational,
social support, and
other programs or

services.

Information on
community activities
that link to learning

skills and talents,
including summer

programs for
students.

Service integration
through partnerships

involving schools;
civic, counselling,
cultural, health,

recreation, and other
agencies and

organizations; and
businesses.

Service to the
community by

students, families,
and schools (e.g.,

recycling, art, music,
drama, and

other activities for
seniors or others).

Participation of
alumni in school

programs for
students.

Source: [1].

European families today, thanks to de-traditionalization, are not the institutions they
were a few decades ago. Roles and relationships are more fluid and negotiable [35]. As a
result of globalization and changing legislation, there are increasing numbers of inter-ethnic
and inter-racial relationships and marriages, making ethnicity less of an obstacle to love
and marriage [36]. A research study carried out by Valentine, Piekut, and Harris [37] found
that diversity within a family produces more positive public attitudes toward the specific
social group that an individual member of the family is thought to represent. However,
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these positive attitudes do not go beyond this specific ‘difference’ to other prejudices
toward other groups. This lack of generalization again reveals the need for greater efforts
at approaching the subject of diversity formally, through interventions promoting critical
thinking, that connect the family to the school and the community.

Banks [38] (p. 284) suggests that when parents and teachers think of parent involve-
ment, they think of doing something:

This involves doing something for the school, generally at the school, or having the
school teach parents how to become better parents. In today’s ever-changing society, a
traditional view of parent involvement inhibits rather than encourages parents and teachers
to work together. Traditional ideas about parent involvement have a built-in gender and
social-class bias and can be a barrier to many men and low-income parents.

Ideally, the REACT maieutic method involves parents at the same level and in the
same way as their children and their children’s teachers, so that they share a similar process
of critical thinking and move toward a greater tolerance of ambiguity and differences.

As mentioned above, parents consciously inform and teach children about their atti-
tudes and values [9], but they also unconsciously model these in the ways in which they
implement domestic rules, for example [39], or communicate and connect with others in
their daily lives. Parents can either expose their children to people like themselves and rein-
force and create what Putnam [40] calls bonding capital or enable their children to develop
bridging capital by giving them the opportunity to mix with people different from them-
selves. This of course can work both ways and children can also influence and modify other
generations’ attitudes. The tendency is toward bonding capital, which again highlights the
need for specific and explicit pedagogies to develop intercultural competences.

Recommendations regarding the role of parents in children’s acquisition of inter-
cultural competences exist at national, European, and international levels, as mentioned
above. They call for a more student-centered approach to learning, a greater involvement
of families in the process, a greater use of maieutic or dialogic methods, and experiential
learning, with the aim of connecting theory to everyday life. Teacher training involving
awareness raising and the questioning of teachers’ own prejudices and stereotypes and
dealing with controversial issues is also considered key [41]. The OECD has emphasized
the need for innovation when it comes to engaging parents, highlighting their significant
role in students’ academic success [42]. This involvement is not only related to academic or
cognitive achievement, but also to behavioral, emotional, and social skills [43].

In their review of parent involvement, Henderson and Mapp [44] also found evidence
that parental involvement is strongly linked not only to academic achievement but also
to improvements in areas such as behavior and social skills. Parents should be able to
contribute to improvement in school in all of these areas by working in different ways
and in different settings. In another review of the literature related to inclusive education,
Reyes Parra, Moreno, Ruiz, and Avendaño [45] concluded that insufficient attention has
generally been given to processes within the family nucleus that foment inclusiveness, and
that although work has been carried out with all of the separate actors in the educational
community (policy makers, institutions, teachers, students, parents), there remains work to
be done in forming networks between them [46,47].

Of course, parents also require training in their educational role. However, according
to Allport [9], there may be a lack of channels that enable parents to share their concerns
and questions with professionals and other parents. Proposals for training like this may
be met with a low response rate if they are organized with no active parent involvement.
This situation may cause parents to seek out members of their ‘intimate’ network, rather
than professionals, when attempting to resolve conflicts with their children, mostly in early
adolescence [46].

Parental involvement in education is hard to define as it includes so many different
settings, behaviors, as well as different spheres, and much current research is based on
Epstein’s model of parental involvement which considers these multiple settings. A small
section of the framework is seen in Table 1.
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Epstein et al. [1] identified six ways in which parents could be involved in their child’s
education: (1) parenting, (2) communicating, (3) volunteering, (4) learning at home, (5)
decision making, and (6) collaborating with the community. All of these different types
of involvement allow parents to influence their child’s time at school positively. Ongoing
research on parental involvement has often been drawn from this model by Epstein that
describes the teacher–parent relationship as based on communication and cooperation and
parental involvement as malleable depending on the practices of teachers, administrators,
other parents, and students. The model covered what Epstein called ‘overlapping spheres
of influence’, groups that influence student learning. At first, these were school and
families, and later, the spheres were extended to include community. Research on family
involvement started in the 1980s and challenged established theories of social organization
which affirmed that “organizations were most effective when they operated independently
and separately” [48] (p. 633). However, further and intensive work from Epstein in the
field of sociology and psychology and research on school and parental involvement and
their effects concludes that the more interaction that exists between parents, educators, and
community and the more they exchange information and help each other, the better they
can help students to succeed in their schooling [48]. The effect of parental involvement has
been the focus of studies for some time, particularly in terms of how providing support
and a nurturing home learning environment influences the achievement and cognitive
development of children, youth, and even young adults [49]. There is also research to
suggest that to improve parent involvement and multicultural education in schools, a
strong school leadership is needed [48].

Parental involvement has many forms. It can, of course, be directed to improving
cognitive gains when implementing school-like activities at home, fostering the conti-
nuity of classroom learning in the form of monitoring homework. However, parents
also directly, or indirectly, shape their children’s value system, as well as their orienta-
tion to their learning [20]. Implementing parental involvement practices designed to
improve the social/emotional/reasoning skills of children implies that parents go a step
further and purposely lay a foundation of skills, values, and attitudes to foster those
social/emotional/critical competencies that children need to succeed. This may include fos-
tering empathy and self-perception, with parents interacting with children in a multi-level
environment. This is exactly what the REACT project aims to do with the development
of reciprocal maieutic laboratories. Moreover, a review of the literature suggests that
social/emotional and critical skills are highly related to the development of prosocial be-
haviors and a reduction in antisocial behavior in elementary and middle school pupils [50].
Thus, an important set of activities to foster these skills—such as relationship building,
working cooperatively, and impulse control—should be integrated into the parent–child–
teacher relationship. The REACT project aims to update the traditional idea of parent
involvement in school life, overcoming the ineffective concept of unidirectional school
planning and the passive participation of parents in initiatives that are not developed using
a proactive methodology. The reciprocal maieutic approach (RMA) will make parents part
of the change, putting them at the core of activities from the beginning: starting with the
pre-test of the biographic questionnaire, piloting workshops, and the post-evaluation of
the activities. Parents will have the chance to discover who their children are outside the
home and inside the classroom while they debate, negotiate meaning, and explore their
own ideas. Parents will put themselves in their children’s shoes and be able to know how
they feel when called on to unveil their inner needs, their ambitions, their fears, and their
perceptions. This process represents the first level of cognitive empathy, understanding
others and their daily circumstances (the classroom, the learning environment, the teachers,
their mates, and peers). In parallel, parents will be called upon to do the same, dismantling
the daily role of adults in a hierarchical educative relation with their children and acting
as their children’s peers. In addition, the RMA will change the way parents perceive their
educational role thanks to their participation in activities that will help them to share their
inner needs relating to their educational role. But not only that, this long-term pathway
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will also build in parents a sense of self-confidence and trust in school staff and educative
staff, thus contributing to breaking the circle of ‘intimate’ networking activation when a
difficulty or need arises within the family environment. It is expected that the relation-
ship among students, teachers, and parents will be sensitively modified, enriched, and
reinforced thanks to participation in reciprocal maieutic laboratories in a structured and
long-term program.

3. Materials and Methods

The main objective of this study was to explore how cultural diversity affects young
people at school and in daily life and how parents influence them when educating their
children about it. A quantitative methodology was used to collect data. The tools used were
online surveys. The results of the group studied, in this case parents, can be generalized,
and situations about this population can be affirmed, as the data, in line with Creswell [51],
are analyzed using numbers and statistics.

3.1. Tool

An online survey was used for this study. There were 21 questions: the first 8 questions
were about demographic data; then, 15 questions used a Likert scale, with 5 dimensions
from strongly disagree to totally agree. The last question was open-ended.

Figure 1 represents the structure of the questionnaire given to parents. The survey
was validated in each country. Before the final distribution, 10 parents from each country
completed the survey, and their feedback on the complexity of the questions, language adap-
tation, or other detected difficulties was collected. Based on these results, the questionnaire
was refined, resulting in the final version that was administered for this study.
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3.2. Participants

Two hundred and forty-three participants answered the survey. Roughly two-thirds of
those surveyed were women (one hundred and fifty-six participants). The average age was
approximately 47.4 years, with a standard deviation of 6.042, indicating notable diversity
within the sample. In total, parents from 46 different schools participated in this study.

The nationality distribution of the parents primarily centers around the countries
represented by the project partners, with twice as many Italians accounted for due to the
presence of two participating institutions originating there, as shown in Tables 2 and 3.
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Table 2. Participants by country.

Country Count %

Bulgaria 34 14.0
Germany 41 16.9

Greece 34 14.0
Italy * 86 35.3
Spain 48 19.8
Total 243 100

Source: own elaboration. * In Italy, two different institutions participated, accounting for the large number
of participants.

Table 3. Distribution by nationality.

Nationality Count %

Albanian 3 1.2
Armenian 1 0.4

Asylum seeker 3 1.2
Bangladeshi 1 0.4

Belgian 1 0.4
British and German 1 0.4

Bulgarian 32 13.3
Danish 1 0.4
French 1 0.4

German 31 12.8
German and Turkish 2 0.8

Ghanian 2 0.8
Greek 30 12.3

Greek and British 1 0.4
Indian 1 0.4
Italian 77 31.8

Italian and Romanian 1 0.4
Ivorian 1 0.4

Moroccan 1 0.4
Roma 2 0.8

Romanian 2 0.8
Spanish 47 19.4

Spanish and British 1 0.4
Total 243 100

Source: own elaboration.

The sample used and the diversity within the parent population are significant for this
study. Quantitative methodology was considered the best methodology to analyze parent
involvement and its influence in educating their children about cultural diversity.

4. Results
4.1. How Do Parents Perceive the Impact of Cultural Diversity on Their Children?

As shown in Table 4 below, assessment of the perceived influence of cultural diversity
on the children of the parents in the sample involved analyzing responses to two primary
inquiries. Initially, parents were prompted to express their level of agreement with three
statements regarding the anticipated effects of cultural diversity on their children. Par-
ticipants utilized a five-point Likert scale, ranging from “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly
Agree”, to assess their agreement with each statement.
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Table 4. Perceived impact of cultural diversity on parents’ children.

Perceived Impact Strongly
Disagree Disagree Neither Agree

Nor Disagree Agree Strongly Agree Total

Cultural diversity has
exacerbated conflicts and

increased attitudes of
intolerance in my child(ren)

49.0 28.0 13.6 6.6 2.8 100

My child(ren) is/are used to
relating to cultural diversity 2.5 1.2 14.0 38.3 44.0 100

Source: own elaboration.

The results indicate a strong consensus among parents regarding the positive influ-
ence of cultural diversity on the development of their children, as illustrated in Table 4.
Specifically, parents believe that their children are adept at navigating cultural diversity,
with 77.0% indicating agreement. Additionally, the majority (82.3%) asserts that cultural
diversity has not exacerbated conflict or violent attitudes in their children.

Furthermore, Figure 2, below highlights that a significant majority of respondents
(74.5%) perceive cultural diversity as having a positive impact on their children.
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Figure 2. The impact of cultural diversity. Source: own elaboration.

The subsequent question in this section of the questionnaire aimed to gather parents’
perspectives on the challenges their children might encounter when interacting with indi-
viduals from diverse cultures, beliefs, and backgrounds. Respondents were tasked with
assessing, on a scale ranging from “Not at all” to “Very much”, the extent to which they
believed their children could encounter difficulties related to cultural and social diversity
when engaging with foreign peers, individuals with different sexual orientations, a variety
of beliefs, membership of different social classes, and adherence to different religions.

Table 5 shows that parents generally perceive that their children face minimal dif-
ficulty in engaging with various cultures, beliefs, religions, and sexual orientations, as
evidenced by the combined percentages of “Not at all” and “Little” exceeding 70% across
all analyzed items. However, for a deeper exploration of potential challenges in this regard,
the following graph presents a ranking of items based on the summation of responses from
“Some extent” to “Very much”.
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Table 5. Difficulties regarding cultural diversity related to various factors.

Difficulties Not at All Little Some Extent Rather Much Very Much Total

Foreign peers 54.0 21.8 15.2 7.4 1.66 100
Diversity of beliefs 46.1 24.7 17.7 8.2 3.3 100

Belonging to different social classes 44.9 26.7 17.3 9.1 2.0 100
Different religions 44.5 26.7 14.8 9.1 4.9 100

Source: own elaboration.

As can be inferred from Figure 3, the results indicate that diversity of beliefs (29.2%),
different religions (28.8%), and belonging to different social classes (28.4%) are the primary
differences that could potentially pose challenges for the children of the respondents.
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4.2. How Do Parents Perceive Their Role in Their Children’s Perception of Cultural Diversity?

The content analysis examined the following open-ended question: “Based on your ex-
perience, what role do parents play in aiding their children to navigate cultural diversity?”.

As Table 6 shows, parents provided insightful, diverse, and well-articulated responses.
Upon conducting the content analysis, recurrent themes emerged from their feedback, with
representative answers from parents included for each category. According to the findings,
parents perceive their main role as follows:

• Guiding their children’s understanding of cultural diversity by serving as role models
and imparting values and attitudes that highlight the positivity and enrichment
associated with it (16.8%): “Parents, we are role models. We need to teach and transmit
to our sons and daughters’ values, attitudes. . .we need to show them that cultural
diversity is very positive and enriching”.

• Engaging in open and prejudice-free conversations with their children (14.7%): “Talk
with them openly and freely, without prejudices”.

• Setting a positive example for their children and fostering a constructive attitude
toward cultural diversity (14.4%): “We as parents should be the first positive example
for our children and positively relate to cultural diversities”.

• Educating their children about tolerance and respect, emphasizing the importance of
appreciating individual uniqueness and promoting mutual respect (12.0%): “Parents
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can help their children acquire values such as acceptance and tolerance by understand-
ing that each of us is unique and should respect one another”.

Table 6. Content analysis of open-ended questions.

Role of Parents Count %

Educating children about cultural diversity 56 16.8
Talking with children (dialogue) 49 14.7

Being an example 48 14.4
Educating for tolerance and respect 40 12.0

Fundamental role 35 10.5
Support children 35 10.5

Social environment 27 8.1
Develop critical thinking 26 7.8

Cooperate with school/teachers 17 5.1
Total 333 100

Source: own elaboration.

4.3. What Activities Do Parents Believe Have the Greatest Impact on Developing Strong
Intercultural Competence?

The final question prompted participants to rate, using a five-point Likert scale ranging
from “Totally disagree” to “Absolutely agree”, the extent to which they believed a series of
activities could aid in their children’s learning and enhancement of skills to engage with,
accept, and respect cultural diversity.

According to the data presented in Table 7, and below in Figure 4, parents believe
that the most effective method for enhancing cultural diversity skills is engaging in am-
ateur sports, with a combined percentage of 88.1% indicating “Absolutely agree” or
“Agree enough”.

Table 7. Best learning activities to improve ability to relate to cultural diversity.

Best Learning Activities Totally Disagree Quite Disagree I Do Not Know Agree Enough Absolutely Agree Total

Activities that develop
academic performance 4.5 15.6 27.6 25.1 27.2 100

Contexts that teach respect for
the rules 1.6 10.3 14.8 31.3 42.0 100

Dialogue-based learning activities 1.6 0.0 11.5 28.8 58.1 100
The practice of amateur sports 1.2 0.0 10.7 39.1 49.0 100

Training activities abroad 1.6 1.6 11.9 39.1 45.8 100
Self-organized learning activities
such as reading books, watching

movies, etc.
1.6 2.1 14.8 30.0 51.5 100

Source: own elaboration.

Additionally, other learning activities that garnered high-approval ratings include
dialogue-based learning activities (84.4%), self-organized learning activities (84.9%), train-
ing activities abroad (81.5%), and environments that emphasize respect for rules (73.3%).

Conversely, activities related to improving academic performance are perceived as
the weakest in enhancing the ability to relate to cultural diversity, with only 52.3% of
respondents expressing approval. Notably, this item also received the highest percentage
of “I do not know” responses, at 27.6%.

To sum up, the findings from this study underscore the generally positive perception
among parents regarding the impact of cultural diversity on their children, highlighting an
appreciation for the enriching experience it provides. Parents acknowledge their pivotal
role in guiding their children through the complexities of cultural diversity, emphasizing the
importance of teaching, discussing, and exemplifying values of tolerance and respect. The
present study also reveals a consensus on the effectiveness of experiential and participatory
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activities, such as amateur sports and dialogue-based learning, in fostering intercultural
competencies, as opposed to traditional academic approaches.
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5. Discussion

While parents generally hold positive views on the influence of cultural diversity on
their children and perceive minimal difficulty in engagement with it, they also recognize
specific areas where challenges may be more prevalent. These insights can inform efforts
to support children in navigating cultural diversity effectively while addressing potential
areas of concern. The unanimous perception among parents regarding the beneficial impact
of cultural diversity on children’s development reflects the core principles of Allport’s [9]
theory of intergroup contact. Allport posited that properly structured and controlled contact
between culturally diverse groups could mitigate prejudice. This premise is supported by
this study’s findings, underscoring the necessity for educational practices that not only
encourage diverse interactions but also frame these interactions within contexts that fulfil
Allport’s criteria for positive outcomes—equal status, common goals, cooperation, and
support from authority figures, principles that echo the controlled interactions suggested
by Nesdale and Todd [12].

Parents recognize the variety of important roles that they play in supporting their
children to navigate cultural diversity. These roles include educating children about cultural
diversity, engaging in open dialogue, setting positive examples, and promoting tolerance
and respect. There is an emphasis on educating children about cultural diversity and
engaging in open conversations. Parents understand the significance of providing their
children with knowledge and understanding of cultural differences, and fostering an
environment where open dialogue can take place. The findings emphasize the critical
role that parents play in shaping their children’s perceptions of cultural diversity, echoing
Epstein’s [1] overlapping spheres of influence model. This model suggests that the most
effective learning environments are those that extend beyond the classroom to involve
families and the wider educational community, fostering a holistic educational approach.
Parents’ involvement, as highlighted in this study, spans from serving as role models to
actively engaging in dialogue about cultural diversity, reinforcing the Montessori principle
of learning through doing and experiencing, which is central to the reciprocal maieutic
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approach (RMA), a sentiment echoed by Banks and Banks [20] in their holistic approach to
multicultural education and the ways to embrace and accept diversity.

Parents acknowledge the importance of leading by example. They recognize that
their own attitudes and behaviors toward cultural diversity significantly influence their
children’s perceptions and attitudes. Therefore, they emphasize the need to be positive role
models and demonstrate acceptance and respect for diversity. Teaching children tolerance
and respect toward others is seen as crucial. Parents understand the importance of instilling
values that promote the acceptance of individual uniqueness and mutual respect among
their children.

In terms of collaboration with the social environment, while the focus is primarily on
parental roles, some respondents also mention the significance of the social environment
in supporting children to navigate cultural diversity. This suggests an awareness of the
broader influences that contribute to children’s understanding and acceptance of diversity.
Wood and Beck [39] further elaborate on this concept by discussing how parents can
either expose their children to homogeneity, reinforcing what Putnam [40] describes as
“bonding capital”, or how they can facilitate their children’s development of “bridging
capital” by giving them opportunities to engage with people different from themselves.
Although some parents recognize the importance of cooperating with the school, this area
was not perceived by most parents as an essential part of their role in educating their
children about tolerance and respect for the ‘other’ [46]. This would seem to support
previously mentioned ideas that parents continue to perceive their role and the school’s role
as separate, disregarding Epstein’s theory of ‘overlapping spheres’. It appears clear that
work is necessary to bring the school and family together in more effective and proactive
ways. The REACT approach is again a useful tool, providing school/parent interaction and
communication on equal terms.

Critical thinking was mentioned by a relatively small number of parents, perhaps
because they associate it more with academic aspects of learning than with the development
of intercultural competence, tolerance, or inclusiveness. The connection of critical thinking
to soft skills perhaps needs to be made more explicit to parents. Again, the React approach
provides an effective means of achieving this.

In short, responses seem to indicate that parents continue to view their role as, in
many ways, separate from the school and community [46]. Work must be done to foster a
greater, more productive connection between parents and the school.

In terms of the activities with the greatest impact on developing strong intercultural
competence, parents expressed a preference for active and experiential learning approaches,
such as engaging in amateur sports, dialogue-based learning, and self-organized activities,
as effective methods for enhancing their children’s cultural diversity skills. This suggests a
belief that hands-on experiences and interactive learning environments are more conducive
to developing these skills than passive instructional methods. The preference for expe-
riential learning activities over traditional academic approaches to develop intercultural
competence reflects a broader educational shift. This shift is toward methodologies that
prioritize active, participatory learning experiences, such as those advocated by Banks
and Banks [20], Deardorff [7], and Sierra-Huedoand Nevado Llopis [18]. These activities,
including amateur sports and dialogue-based learning, not only facilitate intercultural
understanding but also embody the pedagogical principles necessary for effective inter-
cultural education [17]. They allow students to engage directly with diversity, challenging
their preconceptions and fostering empathy, a critical component of intercultural compe-
tence [16]. Such an approach resonates with the educational strategies espoused by Johnson
and Johnson [14] in their cooperative learning model, which underlines the importance
of interaction and collaboration among students from diverse backgrounds to enhance
significant learning.

Parents’ perceptions and preferences in general indicate a move away from traditional
teacher-centered learning toward more student-centered, experiential, active learning as an
effective means to acquire the competences necessary to succeed in an increasingly intercul-



Educ. Sci. 2024, 14, 640 16 of 19

tural world, which is directly linked to acquiring soft competences such as intercultural
competence and critical thinking [17].

While the present study paints a broadly positive picture, it does not shy away from
acknowledging the challenges inherent in navigating cultural diversity, especially around
beliefs, religions, and social classes. Addressing these challenges necessitates a nuanced
understanding of cultural dynamics, as highlighted by Galanti [24] and Bennett [23], who
discuss the complexity of stereotypes and the importance of developing sophisticated
cultural navigational skills. Future educational initiatives should, therefore, prioritize the
development of curricula and pedagogies that are responsive to the complexities of cultural
diversity, guided by the insights of Aguado-Odina [6], Budginaitė-Mačkinė et al. [26], and
Sierra-Huedo et al. [16], who advocate an education system that is inclusive, empathetic,
and capable of transforming diversity into a pedagogical asset.

Many studies conducted in this area highlight that to obtain real involvement of
parents in an intercultural education program in a school, strong school leadership is
needed. According to Banks and Banks [20] it is key for a better future of schooling to
learn how to transform diversity into a pedagogical asset; it is crucial to equip schools with
effective teaching methods to address diversity. This means not rejecting diversity, treating
it in isolation, or merely tolerating it. However, it also does not entail viewing diversity as
a necessary burden or celebrating it without purpose. Instead, the greater challenge for the
future lies in transforming recognized diversity into a pedagogical advantage.

6. Conclusions

In addressing the role of parents in cultural diversity education, this study highlights
the critical position that parents hold in guiding their children through the myriad of
aspects of cultural diversity. Parents identify themselves as key players in this educational
journey, emphasizing the importance of being positive role models, engaging in open
dialogue, setting exemplary behaviors, and imparting values of tolerance and respect.
These findings reflect a broad acknowledgment among parents of their integral role in
shaping their children’s attitudes and competencies regarding cultural diversity, pointing
to the family as a crucial site for the cultivation of intercultural understanding.

Regarding the activities deemed most effective for developing intercultural compe-
tence, parents express a preference for active and experiential learning approaches. Ac-
tivities such as amateur sports, dialogue-based learning, self-organized learning, training
abroad, and those that emphasize respect for rules are highlighted as particularly bene-
ficial in enhancing children’s skills in cultural diversity. This preference indicates a shift
toward learning experiences that are interactive and participatory, as opposed to traditional
academic methods which are seen as less effective in fostering an authentic connection to
cultural diversity. These insights suggest that hands-on experiences and environments that
encourage active participation and respect for diversity are key to developing the soft skills
necessary for navigating an increasingly multicultural world.

In conclusion, this study sheds light on the positive perceptions of cultural diversity
among parents and the pivotal roles they play in their children’s cultural education. It also
highlights the effectiveness of experiential learning activities in developing intercultural
competence. As we move forward, fostering an environment that embraces cultural
diversity, supported by parental involvement and active learning experiences, is essential
in preparing children to thrive in a diverse global community. The challenges identified
also signal the need for continued dialogue and collaboration between families, educators,
and communities to develop inclusive, empathetic, and adaptable approaches to cultural
diversity education.

Adopting a multifaceted approach to enriching educational curricula with the inclu-
sion of the reciprocal maieutic approach (RMA) underscores the strategic integration of
methods aimed at fostering intercultural competences among students. This aligns with
the present study’s findings, where parents recognized the importance of experiential
learning activities in developing their children’s intercultural competences. The devel-
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opment of a specialized teaching program that includes the RMA is critical, facilitating
the adaptation of teaching materials to suit varied educational environments and making
the RMA a staple in teacher training programs. This resonates with the present study’s
conclusion that emphasizes the crucial role of parental involvement and open dialogue
in educating children about cultural diversity. Moreover, the establishment of conducive
learning environments facilitated by the RMA, alongside the designation of dedicated
RMA educators within schools, reflects the essential need for educational frameworks that
not only encourage family and community involvement but also celebrate participatory
learning over conventional teaching methods.

These strategic policy recommendations, combined with the current study’s findings,
mark a collective move toward more inclusive, empathetic, and adaptable educational
initiatives that prioritize active participation, critical thinking, and the rich tapestry of
cultural diversity.
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