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Diversity always proves a bit
frightening, for it challenges our
securities and the status quo. [...]
In the face of cultural, ethnic, 
political and religious diversity, 
we can either retreat into a rigid
defense of our supposed identity, 
or become open to encountering 
others and cultivating together 
the dream of a fraternal society.

POPE FRANCIS

Speech to the Hungarian Episcopal Conference
Apostolic visit to Budapest, September 12, 2021 
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Training in Pedagogical Research 
in Contexts of High  
Socio-Cultural Complexity*

❖ Davide Zoletto

Abstract

This paper aims to present some theoretical issues currently emerging in educa-
tional research on intercultural training of teachers and educators. The paper
starts by briefly presenting some theoretical backgrounds of current intercultural
education research, with special reference to the field of intersectionality studies.
It will then proceed to highlight the relevance of drawing on a postcolonial critical
perspective in dealing with educational research within socio-culturally complex
environments. To conclude, the paper will try to outline some possible educational
perspectives aiming to enhance the inclusive character of socially and culturally
complex training contexts.
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Theoretical premises: complexity, intersectionality

In order to reflect on the theme of this conference – “Multicultural Communities for
Which Formation?” – in other words, on the projects, paths, knowledge, and skills

that can emerge within training contexts characterised by socio-cultural and linguis-
tic diversity and complexity, it may be useful to start from an awareness that now
seems to be firmly present in the field of pedagogical-intercultural research1: that is,
the fact that most of today’s training and educational contexts are characterised by
heterogeneity that we cannot reduce to one single key of interpretation.

We could say in particular that – far from being possible to describe and under-
stand them only (or mainly) by proceeding from a series of presumed “cultures” that
are predefined or in any case rigid (and that one would presume would determine the
paths of individuals and groups in a linear manner) – today’s educational contexts,
as well as people’s experiences, turn out to be characterised by a diversity which is
in fact made up of a plurality of cultural and linguistic repertoires. On the other hand,
those same repertoires are also enriched (and diversified) by virtue of generational
and socio-economic aspects that have, perhaps, just as much of an impact on the
emerging complexity of educational contexts as they do on more strictly cultural and
linguistic aspects, without neglecting the relevance of exploring this same complex-
ity in the light of gender differences, as the scholars working in the field of intersec-
tionality studies naturally teach us2.

All these elements – and many others with them – are in fact ‘intertwined’ today
in the personal and training paths of individuals and groups. Indeed, to take up pre-
cisely the perspective of the above-mentioned studies on intersectionality, we could
say, perhaps, that today more than ever, what surfaces – among trainers, educators,
teachers, researchers – is the awareness that training pathways, as well as more
generally people’s experiences, emerge in the intersection of such a heterogeneity
of aspects.

With regard to the ways in which these intersections occur, there are at least two
elements that seem important to recall here, since they appear to be of particular rel-
evance from a pedagogical point of view, as well as for the training of teachers and
educators. First of all, the fact that, according to an intersectional perspective, the in-
terweaving (“intersection”) between the different aspects does not take place on the
basis of predefined differences, i.e. not on the basis of presumed “essences”; rather,
in line with what has just been said about the importance of avoiding “culturalist”
readings in the analysis of heterogeneous and complex educational contexts, the
“differences” themselves should be thought of from a “relational” perspective. In
other words, differences should be described as relations between elements: they
would therefore not precede interactions (differences as predefined ‘essences’), but
would emerge from the interactions themselves (differences as relations). It is no co-
incidence, for instance, that if we refer to the field of cultural production/reproduction,
transmission/transformation, a scholar such as Arjun Appadurai has highlighted the
importance of privileging the use of the adjective ‘cultural’ (in reference to the various
possible ‘cultural’ dimensions) rather than the noun ‘culture’, which could more eas-
ily entail running the risk of making essentialist assumptions3. This aspect of differ-
ence as a relationship, is one that appears to be of particular significance for peda-
gogical research, if we consider the central importance that the relationship – and in
particular the “educational relationship” – assumes in the educational sphere, espe-
cially in reference to the “taking shape”, in the educational relationship, of the paths
of persons in training.

Secondly, a further element that appears particularly significant from a pedagogi-
cal point of view is the awareness – clearly expressed in a number of contributions in
the field of intersectionality studies4 – that people’s training paths not only emerge in
the relationship/interaction between different elements, but also take shape within
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historical-social contexts that are never ‘neutral’, but charged with relationships often
characterised by ‘asymmetries’ in the positioning of the various subjects. It is no co-
incidence that Gill Valentine speaks in this sense of ‘power-laden spaces’5. From the
pedagogical point of view, we may, for instance, think of the very unequal possibili-
ties that, in different territories/contexts, trainees have of accessing the various re-
sources (material and immaterial) necessary for each of them to mature/express their
potential (their ‘capacities’, in Nussbaumian terms) to the full. We need only think of
the numerous studies that monitor old and new poverty today, as well as specifically
educational poverty6. It is perhaps with reference to these different possibilities of ac-
cess to resources (including cultural and educational) on the part of different social
groups, that Ulf Hannerz proposed using the notion of ‘creolisation’ to describe the
heterogeneity emerging in contemporary complex societies7.

At the same time, particularly with regard to so-called ‘intercultural’ relations in
highly complex contexts, one cannot underestimate the importance of the fact that
specific educational contexts bear the marks of equally specific historical paths, es-
pecially with reference to the long ‘colonial’ season, as well as to the various
processes of decolonisation.

On one hand, attention to this should make us aware of the risks ( to which we will
soon return) that some elements of the “colonial” type of educational relations ( and
the epistemological and discursive assumptions on which they rested and to which
they contributed in facilitating) are present even today – more or less explicitly – in
contexts and in contemporary educational practices: suffice it to think of analyses, al-
beit diverse, like those of Achille Mbembe on the present “postcolony” scenario and
that of Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak on the continuance of colonial modalities in many
of today’s educative contexts, both in the North and in the South of the planet8. See
also, in the context of the Italian debate, the risks already highlighted some time ago
by Milena Santerini or Massimiliano Fiorucci, among others9.

On the other hand, this attention to relations that developed historically in colonial,
decolonial and post-colonial contexts could help us to mature, even within the peda-
gogical-intercultural field, the awareness that these relations should never be read
only in a univocal and linear sense. One thinks of Paul Gilroy’s studies on circulation
and exchanges/transformations emerging in the context of the ‘Black Atlantic’10, or
the suggestions we find in Michel de Certeau’s analyses of the ways in which the
presence of the “other” can also emerge in the context of “colonial” relations as a
presence that limits/alters colonial space as a “space of appropriation”11.

A critical postcolonial perspective in teacher 
and educator training

A pedagogical research approach inspired by a critical postcolonial perspective 
seeks to distance itself (a critical distance in fact) from the epistemological as-

sumptions emerging from colonial-type relations12. First and foremost, from the ten-
dency to distinguish/contrapose – according to rigid binary type thinking – “us” and
“them”: this contraposition was based on and nourished by systems of knowl-
edge/power that contributed to the rigid and stereotyped construction both of the
“other” and – conversely, and in a complementary manner – of the “us” as taught by
now classic analyses such as those of Edward Said13. In fact, as Miguel Mellino has
rightly remarked, Said – starting from Foucauldian analyses of the functioning of
processes of knowledge/power in the genesis of Western modernity – set out to show
how “the West’s domination over the East [functioned] also by producing certain ‘dis-
courses’ about the other”14. In this sense, as is well known, Said invites us to re-
member – and it is Mellino again who emphasises this – that we should consider
“colonialism and imperialism not only as political-economic phenomena but as dis-
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cursive formations or regimes aimed at the production of certain images or stereo-
types of cultural otherness functional both to the creation of a Western culture or iden-
tity and to its hegemony or domination over the rest of the planet”15.

In the light of this, we could consider how the construction and functioning of
these discursive formations or regimes was necessarily also based on the diffusion
of certain discourses on education, including perhaps, first and foremost, those re-
lating to the alleged “civilising colonisation”, the paradoxes of which were drawn at-
tention to by the aforementioned de Certeau16. But just as many examples of this kind
may be found in the field studies conducted by anthropologists interested in the his-
torical role played by Western-based educational institutions in various contexts of
cultural contact, for example, in the thoughts of the aforementioned Hannerz on the
paradoxes connected to the diffusion of so-called literacy in Africa (particularly, in the
case of Hannerz’s research, in the Nigerian context)17. Or in Barbara Rogoff’s insights
into how, in the North American context of the late 19th and early 20th century, school-
ing was often seen as a tool “to change the customs and habits of native communi-
ties”, as “a means by which to ‘civilise’ the Indians”18.

One of the “colonial” elements that have long innervated certain parts of the peda-
gogical discourse (and on which certain educational practices in highly complex con-
texts are perhaps still based today) was the stereotype of the “other” as lacking in cul-
tural/symbolic resources and almost always only to be civilised/helped/corrected. See,
in this sense, the lucid critique made on several occasions of this assumption/stereo-
type by the aforementioned Spivak, an author who is one of the main points of refer-
ence in the field of postcolonial studies. In her works, Spivak has also often manifested
specific attention to certain aspects of pedagogical discourse, including, in some
cases, the issues of teacher training, as can be seen in her reflections on and experi-
ence with, teachers in rural schools in West Bengal, as described, for example, in the
text Righting Wrongs19. In that same piece, she dwells on some aspects of her work
as a teacher in the field of humanities in a context of the Global North (Spivak is a pro-
fessor at Columbia University in New York), and her description of one of the changes
in attitude that establishes a critical distance from at least that particular colonial
stereotype is especially effective: “The first condition and effect is a suspension of the
conviction that I am necessarily better, I am necessarily indispensable, I am necessar-
ily the one to right wrongs, I am necessarily the end-product for which history hap-
pened, and that New York is necessarily the capital of the world”20. In this sense, Spi-
vak shows the direction in which to move, but this also allows us to grasp the as-
sumption to be left behind: It is a direction that appears particularly relevant especially
when considering the sphere of training for those who will be or are called upon to op-
erate educationally in heterogeneous contexts, because it highlights the importance of
working on a position that appears theoretical, ethical and pedagogical at the same
time, and to which we should ‘coach ourselves’ as trainers, educators, teachers.

If we accept Spivak’s invitation and also try to adopt, at least at times, a critical
postcolonial perspective, we can attempt to reflect on what might be some remain-
ing colonial-type assumptions in the strictly pedagogical sphere, and in particular in
the context of training educators/teachers called upon to operate in multicultural and
heterogeneous contexts.

We can be guided in this direction by the work of the American researcher Chris-
tine Sleeter, who – in addition to having extensively studied topics such as multicultural
education and anti-racist education in different educational contexts – has also worked
extensively in the specific field of teacher training for teachers called upon to work in
highly complex and heterogeneous educational institutions. In a 2010 article entitled
Afterword. Culturally Responsive Teaching: A Reflection21, Sleeter very thought-pro-
vokingly focuses on some of the critical issues/difficulties she has come across in her
initial teacher training activities, particularly with regard to how the meaning of cultur-
ally responsive teaching is often misunderstood.
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On the one hand, Sleeter observes, there is the risk (to which we have already
drawn attention to some extent) of essentialising ‘differences’22 and thereby inter-
preting the pathways of individual learners by tracing them back to a set of elements
usually – and very often somewhat arbitrarily or at least reductively – associated with
certain cultural and social groups23, thus neglecting the plurality of intersections dwelt
on at the beginning of this contribution. 

On the other hand – and this is a second risk, connected in some way to the pre-
vious one – we might think that it is a matter of teaching learners ‘their’ cultures24 at
this point, which would in a certain sense imply representing them (and the other in
general) as a sort of ‘tabula rasa’ that we would be called upon to ‘fill in’. On the con-
trary, it is precisely from the learners’ strengths, from the knowledge and skills they al-
ready possess – and which are also connected to their diversified cultural and lin-
guistic repertoires – that we can design learning and teaching environments, paths,
situations. This is, in a certain sense, the criticism that Paulo Freire already made of
any ‘depository’ type of education, that is to say, of a form of education that ‘nullifies
or minimises the creative power of those being educated’25. To which is added –
again in Freire’s words – “all social action of a paternalistic nature”26.

There are then two further ‘dangers’ against which Sleeter again, warns us27, and
which she highlights as also emerging at times in the contexts of training, and in her
case, as mentioned above, of teacher training. That is to say, on one side, there is the
fact that we often struggle to grasp the complexity of educational contexts and there-
fore tend to look for solutions that respond to only one aspect of that complexity, thus
running the risk of implementing actions that are sometimes simplistic or in any case
far removed from the concreteness of the contexts, while on the other is the risk as-
sociated with the difficulty we most often make in ‘seeing’ the culturally/socially/his-
torically constructed character of ‘our’ pedagogical theories/practices, with the con-
sequent tendency to confer on them – often unconsciously – a character of presumed
universality and neutrality, while it is often only to the pedagogical theories/practices
of others that we attribute a ‘cultural’ character.

Possible ways of working 

It is not always easy to be aware of these risks. As Sleeter herself suggests – and as
emerges, precisely, from a critical postcolonial perspective on education in hetero-

geneous contexts – these are assumptions that often remain implicitly at the basis of
both our theoretical reflections and the educational formation we put into practice.
How can we try to keep our guard up against them? And how can we then try to imag-
ine and construct training/learning/socialisation environments that seek to combine
such self-critical awareness with effective sustainability/feasibility/transferability in
contexts and practices? However, on closer inspection, these are the two sides of the
same question, since – according to the hypothesis outlined so far – it is also start-
ing from a broadening/diverting of the theoretical outlook that we can describe, inter-
pret and subsequently try to accompany/guide some aspects of today’s highly com-
plex contexts. It is possible to try to sketch out some possible avenues of work, with
specific reference to the question of the training/self-education of those who are
preparing to work in heterogeneous, multi- and intercultural, multilingual contexts. 

If we bear in mind the aforementioned risks pointed out, for example, by Said, a first
direction to work towards, also in the contexts of training of trainers, could be that of
trying to equip ourselves to move away from a theoretical-pedagogical approach of a
purely “binary” type; in other words, it would be a matter of trying to train ourselves to
read complexity and intersections, starting with those closest (at least potentially) to
teachers and educators in training. An interesting track could be, in this sense, that of
starting from (and enhancing) the characteristics of heterogeneity, interculturality and
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plurilingualism also of the same learning contexts/environments in which educators
and teachers are trained. One thinks, for example, both of classrooms and courses,
including university courses, and of the contexts in which any internship, apprentice-
ship, service learning, etc. activities take place. In order to move in this direction, we
should, among other things, acquire reading keys/tools that allow us to read hetero-
geneous, multi- and intercultural and multilingual contexts, highlighting not only their
weaknesses and problems, but also (above all) their strengths: those of the persons
undergoing training, families, groups, communities, but also of the teachers and edu-
cators and of the institutions in which they are trained and operate28.

It is again Sleeter who provides us with a valuable insight (and a valuable sug-
gestion) in this sense, when she suggests that learning to teach/educate in a manner
sensitive to cultural diversity (the aforementioned culturally responsive teaching) “be-
gins with dialogue (between teacher and students, between teacher and parents, and
so on) and with the teacher’s own willingness to spend time as a learner in the com-
munity of his or her pupils”29. Mutatis mutandis, we find in these words a Freirean
overtone, of the Freire who suggested that, in order to be able to teach, we must learn
first from our pupils, bringing into focus, for example, generating words and themes
from which to build paths, together with communities in fact, that would really attempt
to be paths of consciousness-raising and emancipation as well. “I have learnt to prac-
tise teaching that is attentive to cultural diversity”, writes Sleeter not surprisingly, “de-
parting from dialogue and placing myself within other cultural contexts, and support-
ing and extending that learning through formal study”30.

In other words, Sleeter points to a circularity of practice and reflection on practice
that – in addition to being a consolidated and essential modality of teacher and edu-
cator training – can have an additional value in terms of training together to educate,
teach/learn in highly heterogeneous contexts: in such contexts, in fact, practice ex-
poses us on a daily basis to socio-cultural and linguistic complexity, and shared re-
flection on practice, and also from the standpoint of colleagues and trainers, it helps
us to broaden our outlook and increase our awareness of the situated character of
our pedagogical, didactic, organisational cultures as well.

It is no accident that it is yet again Sleeter to explains that “a large part of [her]
work as a teacher trainer consisted in placing future teachers in the position of learn-
ers in community contexts that were unfamiliar to them”31, guiding them “in their
learning” within communities with tools such as structured interviews and observation
guides from which reflections emerged that could ultimately be valorised as a basis
for classroom discussion. guiding them ‘in their learning’ within communities with
tools such as structured interviews and observation guides from which reflections
emerged that could ultimately be used as a basis for classroom discussion32. This is,
after all, the aforementioned circularity between shared reflection and practice,
through which we can train ourselves in that shift in/expansion of outlook to which a
critical postcolonial perspective summons us.

Trying to work in this direction on the level of pedagogical, didactic and organisa-
tional culture(s), with specific reference to the training of educators and teachers
called upon to operate in heterogeneous, multi, intercultural and multilingual con-
texts, could also be important not only in recognising the plurality and heterogeneity
of these cultures, and thus their historically, socially, culturally constructed character.
It could also help us to look at the ways in which these characteristics structure (often
without our being aware of it) the contexts and practices within which teachers/edu-
cators are formed. And this could help us – when designing training environments,
pathways and situations – to become aware of how these historically situated char-
acteristics may themselves turn out to be, not only weaknesses, but also barriers or
obstacles to the participation of future teachers and educators. In some cases, in
fact, this “long tour” (of anthropological33 as well as postcolonial inspiration), through
plurality and complexity could help us to rediscover (or sometimes to see for the first
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time, perhaps) some of the strengths of those pedagogical, didactic and organisa-
tional cultures that guide our daily practices, the richness of which we too often fail to
grasp, precisely because we perhaps take them too much for granted.

It seems of primary importance, in this sense, to ‘train’ ourselves – right from the
formation stage – to work as a team, in collaboration (‘train together’), to try – as Anna
Maria Piussi34 has suggested – to broaden our outlook, to grasp interdependencies,
to improve our self-observation capacities, to place our reflection/action in a partici-
patory (intersubjective) process. In this direction, a valuable contribution can still be
made today by approaches inspired by Action Research, which, as Chiara Bove has
happily summarised, can help us to mature (train) at the same time the ability to root
our educational action within specific contexts and the ability to maintain a distance,
and therefore a critical and self-critical reading of the contexts themselves and of our
practices within them35. Of course, as Bove herself reminds us, it is not always easy
for “those who work in the field”, immersed right in the complexity of everyday edu-
cational work, to also become “researchers, therefore capable of mediating between
perspectives, points of view, theoretical readings of problems, systematic use of
methods, production of new knowledge”36. And, in any case, it seems interesting, as
the author herself notes, “to understand action-research as a flexible methodology”
that, even if not always “reproducible tout-court” in educational contexts (the author
refers to school, but one could probably extend her reflection to non-formal contexts),
can constitute a reference from which “to deduce guiding criteria for training and for
educational/didactic action in an intercultural perspective”37, as well as perhaps – ac-
cording to the path that we have tried to outline in this contribution – even in a post-
colonial perspective: in an attempt to acquire keys of interpretation that help us ‘be/in-
habit’ in a pedagogically oriented way in the complexity/uncertainty that characterises
today’s educational contexts.
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