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ABSTRACT   

As in recent years, Austria has been spared by “violent radicalization” or “radicalization 
leading to violence especially jihadist terrorism in particular”. However, the Federal 
Office for the Protection of the Constitution and Counterterrorism (Bundesamt für 
Verfassungsschutz und Terrorismusbekämpfung or BVT) highlighted in its 2018 annual 
report that “Islamist extremism has been a permanent and currently the largest threat 
potential for liberal-democratic societies”. The objective of the research paper that 
was carried out under ‘PRACTICE – Preventing Radicalism through Critical Thinking 
Competences’ is to compile national information on the reasons leading process of 
adopting an extremist belief system including the intent to use, encourage or facilitate 
violence in order to promote an ideology, a political project or a cause as a means of social 
transformation in Austria. Moreover, it highlights the link between the methodology of 
critical thinking and preventing radicalization by reflecting the results of focus groups, 
interviews, observation and meetings with national organizations with different target 
groups, teachers, other actors in education system and local stakeholders. In line with 
these data, it is possible to share these good practices adopted and implemented by 
Austrian government. In 2013, the Austrian Interior Ministry focused on dissemination 
of an “education handbook” (Wertefibel) to new immigrants coming from other 
countries in order to enable them to be aware of the guideline on Austrian society 
including “social, political, and humanitarian values.” In 2015, the Integration Office 
within the Foreign Ministry developed an educational program to teach new refugees 
the German language and Austrian “values” through different perspectives. Moreover, 
Austria established a counselling centre and a de-radicalization hotline aimed to support 
and provide resources to friends and family members of potential violent extremists. 
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs also cooperated with the Islamic Faith Community to 
develop information and outreach campaigns in mosques, Islamic organizations, and 
community center in order to maximize the impact of  good implementation and to 
decrease the risk of radicalization as much as possible.

INTRODUCTION  

The perceived threat, several criminal cases connected to terrorist involvement and also 
being indirectly affected by attacks in other countries caused to a huge attention to the 
issues of radicalisation and terrorist involvement in Austria. The Austrian spectrum of 
initiatives and programs dealing with prevention, intervention and efforts aimed at the 
problem is a heterogeneous mix of private, non-governmental bottom-up and official 
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government initiatives alike. Because strong public pressure and growing recognition of 
the existing problem and hazard areas by governmental and non- governmental actors, 
a number of initiatives providing support and counselling in case of radicalisation have 
been launched or extended. Moreover, Austrian governmental agencies and political 
stakeholders have been pushing for enhanced means for the criminal prosecution and 
conviction of criminal offenses in the context of terrorism.

As regarding to current financial situation in Austria, according to the main socio-
economic indicators, Austria’s position is broadly satisfactory, especially compared 
with the rest of the European part. Economic fluctuation in the world economy had a 
disproportionate impact on youth in terms of poverty and unemployment, increasing 
vulnerability to VERLT. Although strong economic fluctuation, Austria’s GDP per capita 
is still very high, employment is high and unemployment relatively low Austria’s 
positive economic ranking is partly due to its strong situation before the crisis and 
partly to subsequent trends.  

Over the longer term, Austria has benefited from growth, which can be attributed 
in part to its efficient institutions and ability to adapt to changing conditions and in 
part to the positive impact of EU eastern enlargement and the country’s geographical 
location in a strong and dynamic economic region. Austria could also benefit from 
further measures to improve the sustainability of healthcare and pension expenditures 
and to enhance labour market and educational outcomes for specific groups where 
vulnerabilities still exist.  

Together with additional efforts to reduce restrictive regulations, this could help to 
boost productivity and potential growth, making Austria more resilient to future 
challenges. After several years of subdued progress, GDP growth accelerated to 1.5 
% in 2016 and is expected to have doubled to around 3 % in 2017.  On the back of 
improved developments in neighbouring countries and in world trade, investment 
also benefitted from markedly increasing exports, reversing in 2017 the trend of 
falling export market shares since the financial crisis in 2008. For 2018 and 2019, the 
economic outlook remains favourable.
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TABLE 1: AUSTRIA LABOUR RATES- GIVEN BELOW EXPLAINS THE LAST DATA ABOUT 
THE LABOUR MARKET IN AUSTRIA.4

Austria Labour Last Previous Highest Lowest

Unemployment Rate 7.40 8.40 10.90 0.80

Employed Persons 3748.60 3716.70 3827.90 2302.70

Unemployed Persons 304411.00 343400.00 424989.00 22344.00

Long Term Unemployed Rate 1.30 1.40 2.10 0.90

Youth Unemployed Rate 8.30 8.30 13.30 5.00

Labour Costs 113.70 113.00 118.70 83.50

Job Vacancies 76421.00 72280.00 79575.00 11240.00

Wages 2688.92 2646.00 2688.92 1866.40

Wages in Manufacturing 138.30 138.20 138.30 75.89

Population 8.82 8.77 8.82 7.03

Retirement Age Women 60.00 60.00 60.00 60.00

Retirement Age Men 65.00 65.00 65.00 65.00

Labor Force Participation Rate 62.00 61.20 62.10 57.30

Although there is pretty positive picture about the labour market in Austria, there are 
key structural issues which point to particular challenges for Austria’s economy and 
affect economic stability in the long term. There are given some examples to give point 
of view about the challenges for Austria’s economy and affect economic stability;

The overall tax burden on labour is comparatively large,
Austria faces a challenge in spreading digital technologies including broadband and 
business models among small and medium enterprises,
In-work poverty is rising, especially among foreign workers.

In order to overcome challenges in the labour market and ensure the sustainability 
of economic growth, various reforms were undertaken containing several initiatives. 
These initiatives are based on equal opportunities and access to the labour market, 
dynamic labour markets and fair working conditions and social protection and inclusion.

RISK FACTORS TOWARDS YOUTH RADICALISATION 
(SENSE OF BELONGING, MARGINALISATION, ETC.)

Over the last couple of decades, extremist ideologies, violent extremism and 
radicalization lead to terrorism and young people are particularly vulnerable in this 
context, given their age and what comes with it, e.g. new digital channels for recruitment 
used primarily by youth, the portrayal of youth in the media, multiple identities and 
a variety of other factors. Violent extremism among youth appears based on social 
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bonding rather than ideological grounds. In line with that, young people may initially 
turn to violent extremist groups to find a sense of recognition, fellowship, and identity.
Radicalisation leading to violence of young people has an impact on their wellbeing, as 
well as on the stability of their communities, as it challenges the democratic values of 
society. The threat of this type of radicalisation needs to be recognised and prevented 
through early interventions, which can help increase young people’s resilience to 
extremism and the use of violence. 

Moreover, potential risk factors associated with youth radicalization.

Having psychological issues
Having sense of belonging in the society
Having integration problems of young people having migration and refugee 
background
Having less education
Being unemployed
Having a lower social economic status
Having trouble in relationships
Belonging to marginalized communities,

In order to get rid of the negative results of youth radicalisation and fight against youth 
radicalisation, there are current efforts taken by Austrian authorities. These efforts are 
based on the ways to work with young people to address these challenges include 
positive development of their identity through education and training, social networks 
– parents, families, peers and community, promotion of social cohesion, stability, safe, 
positive and socially inclusive environments and provision of learning and development 
opportunities. 

Prevention measures as well as re-integration programmes aimed at youngsters
Identifying and addressing the factors about youth radicalization by 
comprehensive national need analysis and desk research following multi-
dimensional approach
Equal opportunities and access among youngsters to the social services
Identify vulnerable people at risk of radicalisation,
Determine definitive radicalisation checklists
observing changing attitudes and relationships, grievances and obsessions.
Better Inclusion
To work with youth to formulate and disseminate alternative narratives and to 
highlight role models that will appeal to young people and effectively compete 
with terrorist propaganda offering purpose, belonging, adventure, redemption, 
heroism;
Preventing equating religiosity with vulnerability to VERLT and to uphold freedom 
of religion or belief; 
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In order to preventing further radicalisation, there are initiatives at national level to 
begin a conversation with the individual and involve other professionals or credible 
persons and share concerns and other information, while carrying out further 
monitoring or contacting law enforcement. These initiatives are based on inclusion 
of teachers, youth workers, community police officers, child protection workers and 
(mental) health care workers to recognise and refer individuals who may be vulnerable 
or who are showing signs of actual radicalisation. The main objective is to create a 
holistic and rooted in a wide understanding of the role, values and practices of youth 
work, having a long-term perspective of the young people’s learning and development.

STATISTICS ON THE RECENT INCIDENTS ABOUT RADICALISATION  
IN THE COUNTRY

There have been no recent terrorist attacks in Austria; however, the potential for 
terrorist-related incidents to occur must be taken seriously and radicalisation and 
terrorist threats had been on the agenda of governmental agencies in Austria since 
the 9/11 attacks in DC. In the years afterwards, one criminal case in particular received 
broad attention beyond Austria: He was born 18 June 1985 in Vienna, Austria. His 
father was a member of the banned Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. Fearing arrest, he 
fled to Austria and received asylum five years later. He was sentenced to jail in 2008 for 
being a member in a terrorist organisation. After his release four years later, he moved 
to Germany where he became a leading figure within the jihadist-Salafist scene before 
joining the Islamic State (IS) in Syria (Schreiber 2016).

Until his arrest in December 2014 by Austrian authorities, the Bosnian-Austrian terrorist 
Mirsad Omerovic (a.k.a. Ebu Tejma) reportedly had a direct line of communication 
with ISIS. Within Austria, Tejma reportedly led what Bosnian newspapers described 
as a “Bosnian cell” in Vienna that was one of the most important logistic and financial 
support centers for jihadist activities in Europe.” Through the cell, Tejma is believed to 
have raised money for ISIS and radicalized and recruited at least 166 youth who left 
Austria to fight in Syria. On July 14, 2016, Tejma was convicted of being a member of 
a terrorist organization and recruiting young volunteers for ISIS. He denied all charges 
but was found guilty and sentenced to 20 years in prison. In February 2018, the Higher 
Regional Court in Graz dismissed his appeal (Sources: The Local, NY Daily News, The 
Mirror, Balkan Insights and Kosmo).

In late 2014, national security conducted a number of arrests of suspected jihadists 
and financiers of foreign fighters traveling to Syria. Throughout 2016, law enforcement 
officials continued arrests of suspected terrorists, and prosecuted and sentenced 
some ISIS sympathizers. According to crime statistics there is a marked decline in new 
arrests related to radicalization, from 139 in 2014 and 59 in 2015, to seven during the 
first six months in 2016. Comparing to the previous year, justice authorities in 2016 
saw a reduction in their processed terrorism-related cases. The media reported that 
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Vienna police, on January 20, 2017, arrested a 17-year old Austrian, reportedly an ISIS 
sympathizer, on charges of planning a terrorist attack in a public space. Moreover, in 
line with press reports, law enforcement authorities. 

There have been no recent terrorist attacks in Austria; however, the potential for 
terrorist-related incidents to occur must be taken seriously and radicalisation and 
terrorist threats had been on the agenda of governmental agencies in Austria since 
the 9/11 attacks in DC. In the years afterwards, one criminal case in particular received 
broad attention beyond Austria: He was born 18 June 1985 in Vienna, Austria. His 
father was a member of the banned Muslim Brotherhood in Egypt. Fearing arrest, he 
fled to Austria and received asylum five years later. He was sentenced to jail in 2008 for 
being a member in a terrorist organisation. After his release four years later, he moved 
to Germany where he became a leading figure within the jihadist-Salafist scene before 
joining the Islamic State (IS) in Syria (Schreiber 2016).

The True Religion (Die Wahre Religion or DWR), an Islamist Salafi organization founded 
by Ibrahim Abou Nagie  has disseminated propaganda and proselytized in Austrian 
cities as part of their missionary work or “street dawa.” The group is comprised of 
a network of mainly German Salafist preachers, who launched the “Lies! Read!” 
initiative in 2011, in which DWR members set up booths and handed out Qurans in 
Muslim-majority areas in Germany, Switzerland, and Austria. Following Germany’s 
decision to ban DWR in October 2016, Austria’s far-right Freedom Party pushed for 
similar legislation, but the Austrian Parliament rejected the motion to ban the “Lies! 
Read!” campaign. Ultimately, in March 2017, Austria adopted a ban on the distribution 
of Qurans in public spaces and, in May 2017, amended its road traffic regulations to 
require official permits for public demonstrations and promotional activities. (Sources: 
Austrian Parliment , Die Freie Weit, Wiener Zeitung and BVT)

TABLE 2: NUMBER OF COURT RESULTS IN 2012 – 2016, PER TYPE OF TERRORISM, AS 
REPORTED TO EUROJUST

Year Jihadist Left-wing Right-wing Separatist Not specified Total
2016 30 0 0 4 0 34
2015 29 0 0 0 0 29
2014 2 0 0 0 1 2
2013 1 2 0 0 0 3
2012 1 1 0 0 0 2
Total 63 3 0 4 1 70
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TABLE 3: NUMBER OF VERDICTS IN 2012 – 2016, PER TYPE OF TERRORISM,  
AS REPORTED TO EUROJUST

Year Jihadist Left-wing Right-wing Separatist Not specified Total
2016 26 0 0 0 0 26
2015 48 0 0 1 0 49
2014 30 0 0 0 1 31
2013 1 0 0 0 0 1
2012 2 0 0 0 0 2
Total 107 0 0 1 1 109

OVERVIEW OF THE RELEVANT LEGAL FRAMEWORK (IF APPLICABLE)

Austria has an extensive legal structure to resist the spread of terrorism. Relevant 
statutes criminalize training in terrorist camps abroad and allow wiretapping of 
individual suspects or small groups with the permission of an independent judge 
or ombudsman. Specific regulations prohibit the use and distribution of symbols 
attributable to ISIS or al-Qa’ida. Regulations allow border authorities to prevent minors 
from leaving Austria upon suspicion they will participate in fighting activities abroad. 
Authorities are allowed to withdraw citizenship from an Austrian dual national citizen 
who voluntarily and actively participates in fighting in a terrorism-related armed 
conflict.

Austria continued its efforts largely in response to the foreign terrorist fighter 
phenomenon. In addition, the Austrian government undertook or continued several 
other initiatives. The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, in cooperation with the Islamic Faith 
Community, continued its information campaign in mosques, Islamic organizations, 
community centres, and prisons. The initiative included education outreach to 
encourage Austrians to differentiate between Islam and what Austria describes as violent 
extremism. In an effort to counter radicalization to violence and improve integration 
in the newly arrived refugee population, the Integration Office within the Foreign 
Ministry developed an educational program focused on German language acquisition 
and education on Austrian values, such as equality and democratic principles. The 
Austrian government maintained a counselling centre and a de-radicalization hotline 
aimed at friends and family members of potential terrorists.

International and Regional Cooperation: Austria is a member of various international 
and regional security platforms, consist of the UN, EU, OSCE, the Salzburg Forum, 
and the Central European Initiative. Austria regularly leads law enforcement training 
programs with Salzburg Forum countries and the Balkan states. In its role as OSCE 
chairman in 2017, Austria organized an OSCE Counterterrorism Conference in May 
with a main focus on rehabilitation, reintegration, and prevention of radicalization 
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to violence. Specially, Austria also focused on engaging and empowering youth in 
preventing radicalization to violence. 

OVERVIEW AND EVALUATION OF DEVELOPMENT AND 
IMPLEMENTATION OF PREVENTION OF RADICALISATION INCIDENTS 
IN SCHOOLS

Austria maintained its efforts to counter violent extremism, largely in response to 
the foreign terrorist fighter phenomenon. As continued several other initiatives, 
The Ministry of Foreign Affairs, in cooperation with the Islamic Faith Community, 
continued its information campaign in mosques, Islamic organizations, and community 
centers. Moreover, the Austrian government maintained a counselling center and a 
de-radicalization hotline aimed at friends, relatives and family members of potential 
violent extremists. Practices are briefly described with a specific focus or type of 
radicalisation they address, as well as the country in which they are implemented. 
They are grouped in these categories:  peer education, online campaigns and digital 
media, co-operation with other stakeholders, education and training.

In an effort to counter radicalization to violence and improve integration in the newly 
arrived refugee population, the Integration Office within the Foreign Ministry developed 
an educational program focused on German language acquisition and education on 
Austrian ‘values’ such as gender equality and democratic principles. Moreover, there is 
curricula delivered in the school to promote respect for human rights, diversity and a 
culture of global citizenship in the schools in Austria.

OVERVIEW OF POLICY AND PRACTICE ON CONTINUING 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT.

AT UNIVERSITIES

It is given great importance to the topic of personnel development at universities 
in Austria. All universities have personnel development tailored to the needs of up-
and-coming academics in order to develop their competences in terms of teaching 
and research. However, with these measures it is also possible to get qualifications 
which not only support a university career and career after the university. Universities 
generally have their own programme for people starting an academic career a basic 
course, basic modules such offer coaching and mentoring programmes as well as 
career development programmes which are framed according to needs of students.
Most universities have a curriculum through a didactic training programmes which, 
in particular, target up-and-coming academics and the development of their 
didactic. At some universities there are designated organisational units or centres for 
teaching competence. Some universities e-teaching/e-learning centres which offer 
comprehensive didactic support. Moreover, it is possible to find that there are many 
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different courses and CET programmes on teaching competence topics, for example 
on teaching and learning scenarios, teaching and writing in English and intercultural 
competence, onto media treatment of online materials, writing, presentation and 
rhetoric skills and basic training programmes in didactics for teachers. Moreover, 
universities have committed themselves to take effective measures in the performance 
agreements (performance agreements 2016-2018) to ensure the higher education 
didactics-related initial and maintain education and training of the university teachers 
and, with new appointments, to attach importance to corresponding qualifications.18 

AT PRIMARY AND SECONDARY SCHOOLS

Continuing professional development measures, in-depth subject-specific or 
occupational field-related enable to increase the professionalisation of teachers, 
enhance teaching quality and leaning environment at the school.

While in-service training is not primarily a matter of obtaining further qualifications 
and authorisations but rather acquiring, adapting, deepening or extending professional 
competences, continuing education and training offers lead to additional qualifications 
which are often also connected with new authorisations. According to the new Service 
Code, all teachers are obliged to undergo part-time further development measures 
to improve their profession-oriented competences. Regarding the organisation of 
continuing professional development activities, they can be offered for teachers 
of a school (in-house in-service teacher training – schulinterne Lehrer-Fortbildung 
or SCHILF) or for several schools (in-service teacher training for various schools – 
schulenübergreifende Lehrer-Fortbildung or SCHüLF).

OVERVIEW OF CRITICAL THINKING TEACHING METHODS.

Practices and legal implementation and provision have implemented through various 
approaches. 

Supporting mutual understanding, respect and cohesion, by organising preventive 
practices with all of all ages, cultural events and street actions in order to preventing 
the development of the prejudiced attitudes and violent behaviour that lead to 
conflict and hate crimes among youngsters, and engages youth, families and the 
entire community in dialogue on the prevention of hate crimes and countering 
violent extremism  

Private comprehensive school (student age 10 to 18) that follows the official 
Austrian curriculum but uses reform pedagogies from diverse influences such as 
Neill, Montessori, Wild, and Freinet, and with additional emphasis on students’ 
development of social skills, self- confidence, and critical thinking. It is possible 
to see several forms of democratic assemblies with students and/or teachers 
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and parents include. In this implementation, students are taught in small groups 
(average 12 students) guided by interests or ability, and one-on-one teaching if 
needed (e.g., dyslexia coaching). Timetables are student-made with teacher 
guidance, and are sometimes interrupted by interdisciplinary projects. There are 
weekly gender-separated project groups. Parents must work in the school for some 
time every year (e.g., maintenance, kitchen, etc.). All students receive extensive 
individual written feedback from every teacher at the end of the school year, and 
in return write feedback for all teachers. In general, student work is not graded, 
but students receive a traditional report upon graduation. Efforts are made to ease 
transition into conventional higher-level schools. Early-morning care is available 
from 7am to cater the needs of working parents.  

OVERVIEW OF PROJECTS, RESEARCH AND REPORTS.

PRACTICE 1. SOCIAL NET CONFERENCING 

The social net conference is organised by one or two coordinators, who set up the 
meeting between radicalised individuals and their social nets since 2014 and the 
implementation is still available. . Under the social net conference and the plan 
developed, radicalised individuals are obliged to fulfil the conditions of the plan. Social 
net conferencing offers offenders in prison the chance to develop a mandatory plan for 
their future after their release. Offenders work together with their social network (or 
net) to create this plan, which is then sent to the judge, who issues orders according to 
the plan, at the trial. The probation officer supervises compliance with the orders, and 
therefore also implementation of the plan.

The method benefits radicalised individuals by helping them develop a strategy or 
plan covering daily life, work, housing and so on, alongside their social network and 
associated professionals.

The social net conference is organised by one or two coordinators, who set up the 
meeting between radicalised individuals and their social nets. Under the social net 
conference and the plan developed, radicalised individuals are obliged to fulfil the 
conditions of the plan. In this way, the individual’s return to radicalised environments 
can be prevented — initiating a change for the better. 

In this way, the individual’s return to radicalised environments can be prevented. 
The main objective of this initiating to create a change for the better and main target 
groups are violent extremists, radicalised inmates, families, prison/probation/judicial 
practitioners. 
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PRACTICE 2. DE-RADICALISATION IN PRISONS 

During the practise, the main focus on creating alternative narratives focused on 
the political ideology of ‘political salafiyya’, which can lead to violent extremism and 
consequently terrorism. The examples and methods that they use are based on history, 
al-aqida, fiqh, manhaj, pedagogy, history and civic education. The practice was set 
up to prevent violent extremism and achieve de-radicalisation in prisons as well as 
among clients who are on probation. The practice is also used for clients in a non-legal 
context, and who are very often part of a social network of radicalised people. Work 
in prisons in collaboration with the Ministry of Justice. Talks with convicted terrorists, 
foreign fighters or supporters of terrorist organisations: radicalisation, disengagement, 
demobilisation. Methods are described above. Assessment of possible radicalisation of 
inmates in prisons and other institutions such as schools, refugee camps, etc. 

PRACTICE 3. SEMINAR AND TRAINING FOR PRISON 
STAFF 

During the one-day seminar, prison staff should increase their understanding of 
radicalisation, extremism and terrorism, especially radicalisation in prison and the 
processes of radicalisation.

The seminar also provides an overview of Islamism and Salafism, right- and left-
wing extremism and relevant groups in Austria; moreover, it covers indicators of 
radicalisation, and procedures to follow once radicalisation has been detected. The 
seminar is divided into three units, with teachers and speakers specially qualified 
in this area from the prison services, the Network for Social Cohesion, Dialogue, 
Extremism-Prevention and Democracy (Netzwerk sozialer Zusammenhalt für Dialog, 
Extremismusprävention und Demokratie) (DERAD) and the Federal Agency for State 
Protection and Counter Terrorism.

METHODOLOGY (FIELD RESEARCH, 
INTERVIEWS & FOCUS GROUP: 1 PAGE) 

The main objective of methodology used was to understand the risk factors 
toward youth radicalisation, reach to national statistics and legal framework about 
radicalisation. Moreover, the main focus was to analyse initiatives and available 
preventions used in the schools to overcome with radicalisation and receive data on 
national projects and researches (available and implemented) and national policy and 
practice on continuing professional development. In order to collect and reflect the 
most suitable and effective national data (giving data on qualitative and quantitative 
points) about the topics of youth radicalisation and critical thinking competences, the 
main activities;
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- DETAILED DESK-BASED RESEARCH

- PRIMARY RESEARCH 

The numbers attained, 5 interviews, 6 schools, 8 teachers, 2 school leaders, 8 policy 
makers/stakeholders, 2 focus groups with 12 participants.

FOCUS GROUPS:

Focus Group 1: 
School Social Work: Secondary School Program, 5 participants, educators and social 
workers
 
Focus Group 2:
Neue Mittelschule Telfs: Secondary School in Telfs, 6 teachers and 1 director

OBSERVATION AND MEETINGS WITH NATIONAL ORGANISATIONS:

Practice School Network in Tirol:
Neue Mittelschule Telfs
Gymnasium in der Au Innsbruck
Gymnasium Sillgasse Innsbruck
Neue Mittelschule Landeck
Polytechnische Schule Innsbruck
Neue Mittelschule Schwaz

RESULTS  

Regarding methods to promote critical thinking in students, teachers suggested to show 
them that different news channel may report about the same event in a very different 
manner and that subtitles of videos, which can be found online, may be misleading. 
It was further reported that encouraging students to try to look at an issue from an 
opponent’s point of view, had proven to be a successful way of handling conflicts in 
the class room.  

Participants agreed that in order to promote critical thinking, school education had 
to focus on providing students with tasks that required them to think independently. 
Furthermore, one had to create an atmosphere, in which students felt confident about 
attempting different ways of finding a solution for a given problem, while being not 
afraid of failing. One participant added, ‘’Students need to be able to think freely. They 
must feel assured that whatever they say will have no repercussions’’. Furthermore, 
participants voiced a desire for the introduction of an independent school subject 
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on  political education (at the moment political education is taught in combination 
with the subject of history). Another participant stated that teaching should take a 
more interdisciplinary approach in order to promote independent and critical thinking. 
Several participants further argued that school education has to stick to real life and 
have a perception that can be adopted easily in real life. It was suggested that civil-
society actors should be invited to schools or that the students should be taken on 
excursions to visit such actors respectively. It was frequently mentioned that students 
had to take a proactive role when organising such events, deciding for themselves 
what they are interested in.  

Concerning skills that students had to develop in order to be able to think critically, 
one teacher stated that students had to grow a certain degree of self-confidence and 
independence before they would be able to question their own and other’s actions. A 
number of participants further reasoned that students should not only learn how to 
voice their arguments but also how to justify their opinions. 

Regarding competences, which teachers ought to develop to promote critical thinking, 
it was generally stressed by stakeholders that teachers had to be able to think 
critically themselves before one could expect them to facilitate the development of 
critical thinking in their students.  It was further argued that teachers should centre 
their teaching methods on engaging students in open discussions, which should 
particularly address controversial topics. One teacher who mainly teaches students 
with a migrant background stated, however, that she did not feel competent enough to 
lead discussions about such sensitive issues and that she wished for more information 
about her students’ countries of origins, culture and current living situation in order to 
do so. One participant additionally claimed, that teachers had to accept that not each 
discussion could be resolved in mutual agreement but that their focus should rather 
lie on providing students with a space to voice and critically assess their arguments. It 
was further argued that teachers should give their students more freedom to approach 
topics in their own way as well as putting the necessary trust in their pupils that their 
approach will be appropriate and productive. Concerning competences when handling 
the issue of radicalisation, one participant mentioned that he had noticed that teachers 
seemed to be generally split into two camps. Teachers would either completely down 
play the issue, or they were hysterical and overreacted to meaningless events. The 
participant concluded that one should thus focus on raising awareness about the 
topic amongst teachers. Also, it was reported that many teachers seemed to feel 
overwhelmed when confronted with a possibly radicalised student. Many seemed 
to long for a kind of ``checklist´´ according to which they could determine whether a 
student was really radicalised. It was argued that teachers had to understand that a 
radicalisation process may be very individualistic. 

When being asked what they thought that pupils needed in order to develop critical 
thinking one participant summed it up in two words ``freedom and time´´. Most 
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participants further agreed that children ought to have a family culture in which 
critical thinking was welcomed and encouraged. Ideally, schools should only play a 
contributing factor in this learning process. Two participants further stressed the 
importance of students learning to take responsibility for their own actions or as one 
of the participants put it ``One needs to give children the opportunity to make their 
own decisions. Only then can they learn to critically assess the consequences of their 
actions´´. It was further argued that in order to develop critical thinking students first 
need to possess certain basic skills. This was supported by a teacher who mainly taught 
students with a migrant background and who recounted that she was struggling to 
have critical discussions with her students since many still had problems with reading 
or communicating in the national language respectively. It was further frequently 
mentioned that students could only develop critical thinking if they felt that their lives 
were meaningful and could be shaped by themselves.

With regards to what teachers needed to promote critical thinking, it was suggested 
that there should be less pressure on teachers to follow the curriculum. Instead, they 
should have more freedom to tailor their lessons according to their students’ needs 
and interests. 

When being asked what they could contribute to support teachers in promoting 
critical thinking, some stakeholders thought that their role was to make teachers more 
aware of the topic as well as bolstering them in taking on more responsibility. A few 
stakeholders provided additional trainings for teachers, in which they are taught what 
radicalisation means and how the process of radicalisation usually proceeds. Teachers 
were also taught how to recognize the milestones of a radicalisation process and 
for what kind of changes in a student’s behaviour they should look out for. Another 
participant reported that they had made good experiences with providing teachers 
with counselling that used a systematic and solution-orientated approach.  It was 
further suggested that one could form a lobby together with teachers to promote the 
importance of the topic amongst political decision makers.

Also, almost all participants agreed that there was a link between critical thinking and 
the prevention of radicalisation. One participant explained this link as the following 
´´The more a person is able to question the indoctrination which they are experiencing 
and scrutinize others’ opinions, the more they are able to resist ideologies that 
degrade other human beings’’. Another participant argued that critical thinking would 
not necessarily prevent radicalisation but would certainly contribute to preventing the 
negative consequences of a person’s radicalisation, namely committing violent acts in 
order to shape society according to one’s own worldview. Yet, the participant further 
argued that such violence could not only be avoided by critical thinking but that young 
people also needed a perspective in life. 
The field research showed that role models in the educational field have a great value 
in development of students’ identity and these people have life experience and have 
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the capacity to educate students, and can give effective orientation to overcome 
radicalisation. On this point, there was disagreements. Some participants stated that 
teachers are the actors that can make contribution to shape students’ identity and 
perceptions (and their impacts can be essential to train students to be aware of the 
negative results of radicalisation and others highlighted that teachers’ role can be 
negligible without an education system based on strong cooperation with the parents 
and school administration. By teachers’ contribution, it is possible to create a society 
with a great awareness on negative results/risk factors of discrimination, radicalisation 
and violence and also the importance of freedom of speech, respect to different 
cultures/ backgrounds. This awareness will lead long- term effective policies and well-
designed classroom methodologies and tools that teachers can apply to in the future.

The points of view teachers and stakeholders’ needs, majority of participants stated that 
they wished for more interconnectedness between different main actors in the society 
(policy makers, organisations in the education field and families). It was stated that 
there were many good initiatives but that they were run very separately. Participants 
wished for a central contact point, which could coordinate all these activities and which 
people could approach if they wanted to be put in contact with services in their region. 
Teachers further asked for more opportunities to exchange their experiences as well 
as supervision. Also, there was a general wish for more political support and subsidies.
They agreed on that in order to decrease youth radicalisation in societies, the essential 
points are:

To identify national resources that can be used to overcome youth radicalization at 
national level will facilitate the process aimed at radicalism prevention 
To determine potential and available risk factors related to youth radicalisation at 
national level  
To create new methodologies that can be used by teachers in the classroom to 
create positive competences for students to eliminate attempt about radicalisation 
(especially for those who have disadvantaged background - creating a bond to 
society/sense of belonging, etc. In line with this point, teachers and other actors 
in the education sector need to apply a guide including innovative approaches and 
effective tools to prevent radicalisation in schools.
It is required to highlight the link and relationship between critical thinking and 
radicalisation prevention   
To encourage teachers to adopt a methodology based on radicalisation prevention 
for a meaningful contribution 

Regarding methods to promote critical thinking in students, teachers suggested to show 
them that different news channel may report about the same event in a very different 
manner and that subtitles of videos, which can be found online, may be misleading. 
It was further reported that encouraging students to try to look at an issue from an 
opponent’s point of view, had proven to be a successful way of handling conflicts in 
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the class room.  

CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF RESULTS

The field research showed that role models in the educational field have a great value 
in development of students’ identity and these people have life experience and have 
the capacity to educate students, and can give effective orientation to overcome 
radicalisation. It is possible to see the reality that that teachers are one of main 
actors that can make contribution to shape students’ identity and perceptions (and 
their impacts can be essential to train students to be aware of the negative results 
of radicalisation others highlighted that teachers’ role can be negligible without 
an education system based on strong cooperation with the parents and school 
administration. By teachers’ contribution, it is possible to create a society with a 
great awareness on negative results/risk factors of discrimination, radicalisation and 
violence and also the importance of freedom of speech, respect to different cultures/ 
backgrounds. This awareness will lead long- term effective policies and well-designed 
classroom methodologies and tools that teachers can apply to in the future.

However, there were many good initiatives but that they were run very separately. 
There is a wish for a central contact point, which could coordinate all these activities 
and which people could approach if they wanted to be put in contact with services 
in their region. Teachers further asked for more opportunities to exchange their 
experiences as well as supervision. Also, there was a general wish for more political 
support and subsidies.

They agreed on that in order to decrease youth radicalisation in the societies, the 
essential points are:

To identify national resources that can be used to overcome youth radicalization at 
national level will facilitate the process aimed at radicalism prevention 
To determine potential and available risk factors related to youth radicalisation at 
national level  
To create new methodologies that can be used by teachers in the classroom to 
create positive competences for students to eliminate attempt about radicalisation 
(especially for those who have disadvantaged background ---creating a bond to 
society/sense of belonging, etc. In line with this point, teachers and other actors 
in the education sector need to apply a guide including innovative approaches and 
effective tools to prevent radicalisation issue in the schools.
It is required to highlight the link and relationship between critical thinking and 
radicalisation prevention and it is necessary to encourage teachers to adopt a 
methodology based on radicalisation prevention for a meaningful contribution 
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS  

Considering the results of actions that were implemented in IO1, we could gain 
interesting insights about the factors considering youth radicalization and national 
practices about critical thinking and radicalization. It can be concluded that 
radicalisation is a complex process in Austria and there are many national practices 
and initiatives providing positive approach, focusing on strengths and weakness of the 
mechanisms about radicalisation and critical thinking methodologies. However, some 
good practices, and policies were evaluated on just a small number of participants 
or were not evaluated on their impacts over time. These are limitations to draw 
general conclusions of national data collected on the effectiveness to overcome with 
radicalisation. 

The main focus should be on increasing of individual skills and competences in order 
to create a national impact and awareness aimed at decreasing of radical ideas and 
actions. The skills and competences that should be developed positive self-image, 
insight into own skills, problem solving skills, non-aggressive conflict resolutions, 
tackling root causes of personal problems, emotional well-being, tolerance towards 
people different point of views. Moreover, it requires a broader strategy including 
interventions for actors/professionals in the educational field, parents and local 
communities. 

Youngsters should benefit from support about different aspects in their lives and 
involving different actors of their social environment. It requires methodology including 
holistic approach (involvement of educational institutions, local communities, role 
models or mentors, etc.) to create a safe space for dialogue and positive interaction 
in the long-term.  Moreover, this approach should focus on youngsters’ strengths/
contributions and positive resources.
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ABSTRACT   

From this approach, this report was based on a qualitative desk research combined with 
focus group interviews and individual interviews. The research was conducted in order 
to map the institutional framework for the prevention of radicalization in Denmark 
with special attention to tthe legal framework for and impleentation of prevention 
efforts in the school sector, as carried out by 98 municipalities all over Denmark.  

As one of the most significant findings, the respondent teachers pointed to the risk 
factors related to young people´s activities on the Internet, implying the exposure 
to the extreme information, materials and viewpoints as well as the interpretation 
and reproduction of such views and materials. Thus, a consistent theme running 
through all the interviews, concern the effects of the sociale media and consequently 
the needs for materials and guidelines enabling teachers and educators to deal with 
these phenomena in an appropriate way, which provides the children and youth in the 
school sector with ciritcal approaches and reading. This underlines another important 
finding, concerning the need and requirements among teachers to gain competences 
to deal with controversial issues at school, including the need among teachers to gain 
insight into their own norms and ‘blind spots’. Such norms may lead to the avoidance 
of certain issues in the classroom, which may also indicate the failure to recognize 
certain possible early signs of worry that needs attention among pupils. 

In summary, the research has pointed to the important role of the school in terms of 
stimulating critical thinking among children as well as among teachers as part of the 
prevention of radicalisation.

INTRODUCTION  

OVERVIEW OF THE CURRENT NATIONAL SITUATION

According to the Country Report Denmark 2019 from the EU Commission, the Danish 
economy is in good shape. The economic growth has averaged 1,9% since 2014, partly 
based on a considerable increase in labour force with an employment rate of 76,9% 
and an unemployment rate of 5,7% (2017). This rate is one of the lowest in the EU. 
Employment is projected to increase further, but companies are reporting shortage 
of skilled workers despite very high educational spending. Further investment in 
vocational education and lifelong learning might be important, also reduction of the 
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dropout rates of students and motivating them to choose a vocational education. It will 
also be of importance to increase the employability of vulnerable groups like citizens 
with physical and psychological disabilities and a migrant background. (European 
Commission 2019).

According to the latest assessment of the terror threat to Denmark from PET (the 
Danish Security and Intelligence Service), the threat is significant, stemming first and 
foremost from militant Islamism. PET assesses that the threat from persons with right-
wing extremist views has increased. (PET 2018).

RISK FACTORS TOWARDS YOUTH RADICALISATION 

How do the aforementioned situations affect young people in terms of lack of social 
inclusion? 

Research has tried to identify causes as to why persons become radicalised. Researchers 
agree that the causative factors are related to the macro-, meso- and micro level of 
analysis (Jørgensen 2012). Magnus Ranstorp (Ranstorp 2016) distinguishes between 
nine groups of factors:

Individual socio-psychological factors
Social factors
Political factors
Ideological/religious factors
Culture and identity crisis
Trauma and other trigger mechanisms
Group dynamics
Radicalisers/groomers
Social media.

People, who share a number of these factors, do not automatically become extremists. 
When receiving reports of concern over a person´s behavior, the interdisciplinary staff 
of the municipal collaborative system does not automatically relate the worrying sign 
to radicalism. The sign must be interpreted in the context of the person´s total life 
situation.

In Denmark, the 98 municipalities work with prevention of extremism. The procedures 
used vary somehow, and some municipalities still do not have an action plan. The 
Danish Centre for Prevention of Extremism has developed a methodical tool to ensure 
a homogenous methodology. 
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The tool consists of a Handbook and four tools:

Tool 1: interviewguide and description of a concern for extremism with attention 
points
Tool 2: how to provide relevant interdisciplinary information
Tool 3: how to make an interdisciplinary analysis of a concern for extremism
Tool 4: how to summarize the main problems and recommendations on focal 
points for the further preventive steps.

STATISTICS ON THE RECENT INCIDENTS ABOUT RADICALISATION  
IN THE COUNTRY

According to PET (The Danish Security and Intelligence Service) there were:

10 arrests and 3 convictions in 2016
6 arrests and 13 convictions in 2017

All cases were related to Islamic extremism (PET 2016,2017).
Furthermore, major incidents from recent years would imply:

2015:  a 22-year Danish citizen of Palestinian origin killed 2 persons and wounded 
6 police officers
2016:  four foreign fighter-returnees were arrested, the police confiscated 
weapons and ammunition during the raid
2017:  a 16-year girl gets 8 years imprisonment for plotting a school-bombing
2018:  two Syrians are charged with attempting to carry out a bombing attack in 
Denmark.

OVERVIEW OF THE RELEVANT LEGAL FRAMEWORK

Denmark has passed two Anti-Terror Packages in 2002 and 2006. Further measures 
were adopted in 2015 after the terror attack in Copenhagen and in 2016:

2002

The 2002 Package criminalized support for terrorism and ordered telecommunication 
companies to log data of relevance for investigating terrorist actions.

2006

The 2006 Package criminalized terrorist training activities and facilitated greater 
intelligence sharing between PET (Security and Intelligence Service) and DDIS 
(Danish Military Intelligence Service) and permits wiretapping of suspects.
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2015

In 2015, the Danish government presented a new 12-point plan to combat terror. 
The plan will enable the intelligence services to better monitor Danish foreign 
fighters and increase anti-radicalisation efforts in prisons. 

Furthermore, Denmark approved legislation given permission to issue travel bans 
for Danish nationals to go to Syria.

Finally, Denmark established border controls between Denmark and Sweden and 
Germany.

2016

In 2016, a law allows to ban foreign religious preachers from entering the country. 

Furthermore, the Danish government issued a new National Action Plan on 
preventing and countering extremism and radicalization. It authorizes PET to block 
webpages with terrorist content. The Action Plan lists 41 new initiatives. (Aslam, 
2017).

OVERVIEW AND EVALUATION OF DEVELOPMENT AND 
IMPLEMENTATION OF PREVENTION OF RADICALISATION INCIDENTS 
IN SCHOOLS

The SSP ( School – Social Services – Police) collaborative system is responsible for the 
municipal preventive effort. The system identifies risk factors and support protective 
factors. At the local level the collaborative system deals with reports of concern with 
regard to radicalism. The reports can come from parents and relatives, teachers and 
social workers. The professionals have a legal obligation to report. Almost all reports 
treated in the 92 municipalities are connected with Islamic extremism. (Rambøll 2018)

The interdisciplinary staff assesses if the concern is a case of extremism or a case of 
social or  psychological adolescent problem. The staff visit schools and supply teachers 
with specific knowledge about radicalism.

The number of reports of concern have now decreased, many teachers do not seem to 
need or know this specialized assistance any more.
On the preventive level where schools plays a role in the above mentioned SSP system, 
there is an emphasis on the development of social competences, critical sense and 
sense of responsibility among the pupils. Signs of worry that should be adressed, will 
for example be a lack of confidence in the general society, experienced discrimination 
and stigmatization, experience with legitimated violence, vandalism.
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The Ministry of education has initiated a project 2017-2020 with the aim of 
strengthening the resilience of children and youth against extreme positions and 
movements, and negative social control. This aim is pursued through the qualification 
of professional practice in schools, high schools and other educational institutions, as 
well as daycare institutions and clubs. An additional aim is to create a solid knowledge 
base and support knowledge dissemination on how early prevention of radicalization 
can be implemented in the schools and institutions. 

The initiatives are the following: 

A model school project aimed at developing methods to prevent polarization and 
exclusion and establishing a democratic learning environment in the classroom 
with participation possibilities for all pupils. A team of researchers has developed a 
CPD program and trained a number of teachers at a large school. 
Developing a variety of materials for professionals in schools and daycare 
institutions and implementing CPD among those professionals, in early prevention 
of radicalization and negative social control. The approaches are norm critical 
pedagogics and training of professionals` ability to reflect on stereotyping and their 
own role as norm breakers and norm builders, in order to create truly inclusive 
democratic communities where disagreement and pluralism is valued.  

OVERVIEW OF POLICY AND PRACTICE ON CONTINUING 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

According to the collective agreements between the Local Government Denmark and 
the Teachers Union, all teachers have the right to an individual plan for continuous 
professional development (CPD). The teacher and the head of the school has to 
negotiate a plan for CPD, taking as the outset the goals and results of the teacher, as 
well as the tasks that the teacher is responsible for. The programs are usually payed 
with money from a public fund. The programs are part time, and take place at the 
university colleges of education or the universities. Many of the municipalities also 
have their own courses for teachers.      

The possibilities and themes of CPD reflect government policy and priorities, as well 
as those of the Local Government. During the current period until 2020 it is a strong 
priority to upgrade the teachers to reach a political goal, that 95% of the teachers teach 
the subjects that they are specialized in teaching, during their teachers education. 
Digital learning, special education, inclusive learning environments for all pupils, and 
Classroom management are also prioritized subjects.  

Research from the Danish Evaluation Institute point out a need among teachers in 
Denmark for professional development of competences. (Strategier for læreres og 
pædagogers videreuddannelse, Danmarks Evalueringsinstitut, 2013).
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OVERVIEW OF CRITICAL THINKING TEACHING METHODS

Critical thinking in school and education in Denmark goes back to the visions developed 
in 19th century Europe, concerning the creation of a less authoritarian education, 
socializing more independently and critically thinking citizens. A German inspiration on 
pedagogical and didactic thinking has likewise played a role I Denmark, first through 
the german concept of bildung (dannelse), and later from the educator Wolfgang 
Klafki. Advocating a critical education, Klafkis didactical approach is still dominant in 
the official learning objectives for the pupils, established by the Ministry of Education 
(Fælles mål, 2014). 

These didactic thoughts emphasize critical thinking, teaching the students to learn 
to identify major challenges for humanity and form their personal opinion about key 
issues. Critical thinking, formation of personal opinion and taking action are explicit 
formulations in the learning objectives of school subjects such as social science 
studies, history, and religion (a subject which officially is called christianity – somewhat 
paradoxical considering Klafkis global perspective). In the most recent learning goals 
in the subjects of danish and history, there is an added emphasis on learning about 
the critical use of sources, and about skills in critical communication (Forebyggelse og 
bekæmpelse af ekstremisme og radikalisering. National handleplan 2016, s. 21)
    
Whether and how these official learning goals are implemented in practice in the 
classrooms and schools is another issue. Some educational researchers state that 
the main challenge is that the didactics are relatively methodologically undescribed. 
(Jensen & Oestergren-Olsen, 2017: Læringsmålsorienteret didaktik og dannelse, 
København: Dafolo). Other researchers find, that teaching critical thinking to students 
requires a professionalism that includes a competence and willingness of the teacher 
to critically reflect on his/her own norms and privileges. An unwillingness and 
nonreflective practice on behalf of the teacher can create issues, seen as controversial 
and not to be debated in a democratic manner, and can lead to bias towards certain 
students. A methodology and implementation in practice of professional skills, relevant 
for teaching critical thinking in the globalized school of 21. century, is still called for in 
the Danish context.  
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OVERVIEW OF PROJECTS, RESEARCH AND REPORTS

Below is a selection of the primary projects and reports on prevention of radicalization 
in the school sector:

Ramböll Management (2016): A review on national and international research 
into the prevention of radicalization in the primary and secondary school 
and on high school level. Funded by the Ministry of Education and Equality. 

Democratic communities. Prevention of Polarization and Exclusion (2017-2018): A 
project financed by the National Centre for the Prevention of Extremism (Nationalt 
Center for Forebyggelse af Ekstremisme) and developed and implemented by a team 
of researchers at the Teachers College Professionshøjskolen Absalon. The aim of the 
project was to qualify teachers and management at schools to work with antagonisms 
and polarizations in the classroom, and to develop the democratic competences and 
abilities to navigate in the field of oppositions of interest and conflict. The project has 
consisted of development and implementation of a CPD program, action research 
among teachers at a large secondary school department, and a catalogue of methods.      

Citizenship and critical thinking – a norm critical perspective on intervention (to 
be published July 2019): Development of material and Continuing Professional 
Development to prevent radicalization and social control in school, daycare 
institutions and youth clubs and further education institutions. (2018-2020). 
The approach is to train professionals to address controversial issues and reflect 
on their own norms being norm breakers and norm builders, in order to create 
inclusive democratic communities where disagreement and pluralism is valued. 

Omtanke (Reflection): An online platform for learning materials for schools and 
educational institutions: http://omtankeonline.dk
Nettets vildveje (Pitfalls of the Internet): An online magazine about youth, 
radicalization and extremism: Subjects are freedom of speech, hate speech, 
fake news, ‘ecco chambers’ and ‘filter bubbles’, algorythms and digital 
foot prints. Developed by The Council of media among children and youth.  
https://www.medieraadet.dk/medieradet/temaer/nettets-vildveje

Recommended reports on extremism:  

Hemmingsen, Ann-Sophie (2015): The Danish approach to countering Extremism 
hold promises as well as Challenges. DIIS Report. To be downloaded:  
https://www.diis.dk/publikationer/the-danish-approach-to-countering-extremism-
holds-potential-as-well-as-challenges
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Gemmerli, Tobias (2014):  Literature review on online-radicalization (in Danish) 
DIIS Report.    

mhtconsult (2018): “Medborgerskab I Praksis – undervisningsportal med 
tekster til unge om medborgerskab, demokrati, empowerment, interkulturalitet 
mv.” (Citiezenship in Practice – teaching portal aimed at young people about 
citizenship, democracy, empowerment, interculturality etc. English version 
available). 

Thomsen, Margit Helle, mhtconsult (2012): Deradicalisation – targeted 
intervention. Report on Danish pilot experience with deradicalisation and 
prevention of extremism. 

mhtconsult (2010): Aktivt medborgerskab gennem målrettet inklusion. En 
kortlægning  og analyse af metodiske udvikling og kompetencebehov I mødet med 
radikaliserede unge blandt frontmedarbejdere I Københavns Kommune. (Active 
citizenship through targeted inclusion. A mapping and analysis of methodical 
development and competence needs in encounters with radicalised youth among 
frontline workers in the City of Copenhagen).

METHODOLOGY 

This report is based on qualitative desk research combined with focus group interviews 
and individual interviews.   

Research was conducted in order to map the institutional framework for the 
prevention of radicalization in Denmark with special attention to the prevention in the 
school sector; the legal framework for the prevention of radicalization in Denmark; the 
implementation of prevention of radicalization in the school sector; the overview on 
critical thinking methods in school and education; a selection of relevant projects and 
reports and the legal framework for Continuing Professional Development for teachers.         

The following methods was used: 

Desk research: into relevant literature, including quantitative and qualitative 
reports and research on prevention of radicalization, on critical thinking in the 
school system, and the policies and legal agreements concerning Continuing 
Professional Development for teachers in the Danish context.
Field research: semi structured focus group interviews and individual interviews was 
done in order to enrich and supplement the desk research with in depth data from 
practitioners, officials and policy makers within the school sector and concerning 
prevention of radicalization among the youth. The interviews have centered around 
the perceptions, understandings and practices in the school concerning prevention 
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of radicalization and critical thinking, including ideas of the a relation between 
them, as well as needs and suggestions for Continuing Professional Development.

The sample of interviews was conducted partly through selecting a variety of schools 
(public and private) and partly by selecting officials, an expert and a professor of a 
teachers college, working with the subject of prevention of radicalization and critical 
thinking.   

In total, the interviewees included:

8 teachers
2 school leaders
1 professor at a teachers’ college
7 stakeholders, represented by:

- 3 psychologists associated especially to schools and prevention efforts
- 1 expert on the digital life of children
- 3 officials from the ministerial and municipal level with special assignments     
  linked to radicalisation and prevention of extremism  

RESULTS

VIEWS ON SITUATION IN THE CLASS AND SCHOOL REGARDING RISK 
OF RADICALISATION 

VIEWS ON THE INTERNET LIFE OF CHILDREN  
AND YOUTH  

A common theme that the teachers mentioned in relation to risk of extremism as 
well as to critical thinking, is the pupils life on the internet. The problems pointed out 
concerns the exposure to extreme material and viewpoints, and the ways this is being 
interpreted and somehow reproduced. One teacher simply states: “They can´t really 
sort out, all the information they hear and read on the internet. They just absorb it.” 
A major part of the informants express that their pupils generally cannot tell what is 
”real” and what is false or staged, concerning information, expressed views, you tube 
videos etc. Furthermore, there is a trend, which the interviewed expert on digital life 
of children unfolds, and that two of the teachers also talk about – all three in individual 
interviews, independent of each other. There is a tendency, that young people “…
cannot see the difference between prank and extreme views, expressed seriously on 
the internet. Many children has difficulties finding out, is this funny? And we can see, 
that for some, after wide exposure, it (i.e. extreme views and videomaterial) becomes 
normal” (interview, expert on children and digital media, march 2019). 
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Furthermore, in the comments following the videos with the extreme views being 
expressed, a reproduction of the views and language use is seen to take place. The 
expert relate this to another internet phenomena, that of normalization processes of 
abusive behavior through a large degree of exposure. According to the interviewee, 
wide exposure happens through the function of algorithms, where similar videos and 
subjects are suggested, once a person has seen one video or article. As an example, the 
expert mention research pointing to exposure to pedophile material. A large exposure 
has the effect on 10 % of the viewers, that it awakens an interest in this material and 
behavior. There is a cognitive distortion where it becomes normalized, interesting and 
real. Gradually you change behavior and language. This is a general pattern, that the 
expert and his collegues meet. Some of the rhetoric becomes normal language, and 
extreme and aggressive views, are similarly normalized. 

Several of the teachers bring forward related concerns. One mention for example that 
staged gangster videos are believed to be real and not actors as is the case, and that 
they serve as models for real behavior, or that extreme views become interpreted as 
widespread and normal. 

INDIVIDUAL CASES OF CONNECTIONS WITH EXTREME 
IDEOLOGY 
  
One teacher and one school psychologist mentioned experiences with pupils declaring 
that they sympathize with Nazism. The teacher did not see it as serious, he considered 
it a phase of fascination, which would pass. Likewise, the psychologist experienced that 
the teachers around the pupil did not see it as something relevant to the social and 
psychological problems of the pupil. 

Two teachers related experiences with respectively a parent and a pupil who became a 
member of Hizb´utahia, and in both cases the schools (private Arabic schools) reacted 
by permanently expelling the pupils from the school. One teacher in a reception class 
with refugee pupils, some of them unaccompanied children under 18, mentioned that 
pupils had come to the teachers and showed them brutal videos with bombings. In one 
case, a student stopped coming to school and, at home, searched for recipes for making 
bombs. The school reported the situation to the police.  The teacher explains that the 
students, many of whom are refugees from Syria, receive regular news concerning 
their friends and families in Syria, and have difficulties concentrating in the classroom.
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VIEWS ON THE ROLE OF THE SCHOOL CONCERNING 
PREVENTION OF RADICALIZATION AND CRITICAL 
THINKING

All the informants saw an important role of the school, both with regard to prevention of 
radicalization, and to stimulate critical thinking. The factors of relevance mentioned to 
pursue these objectives was to challenge prejudices, demonization and generalizations 
among the students, to create a class environment where differences in opinions and 
identities are respected and valued, and to challenge bullying behavior among the 
pupils. 

Three teachers also mentioned the importance of having allocated sufficient working 
hours to build a relationship of trust with pupils, specially the ones in vulnerable social 
and family situations. The reasoning was, that if they don’t have a relation of trust with 
pupils, who for example have experienced discrimination and profiling from the police 
in the street, then the pupils won´t be open towards the teachers attempts to reflect 
on situations and issues from alternative perspectives. The interpretation would rather 
be influenced by lack of trust, perhaps a suspicion that the teacher is racist as well, like 
students experience the profiling of police. On the other hand, these teachers mention, 
building a trustful relation to young people in those positions through recognizing their 
potentials, their knowledge and background in spite of weak grades in school and often 
second language problems resulting in problems understanding the school language of 
the middle class majority, was seen by those teachers as important for establishing 
a sense of belonging and confidence in the society. But also for stimulating critical 
thinking, understood by the teachers as reflecting on various, and less ‘black-or-white’ 
perspectives, motives and alternative interpretations, and placing peoples opinions 
in a context. Only two teachers said they in fact had been given the time frame and 
resources to build such a relationship, they had a special job function with working 
hours earmarked at the school to do just that. 

One teacher of an Arabic muslim school explained that the school talk to the pupils 
every year before they leave the secondary school for high school, about the attempt 
and perhaps pressure that they may experience from certain extreme groups like Hizb 
utahrir, to join the movement, and to avoid listening to such groups.    

The above mentioned viewpoints, as well as the previously described internet 
setting, confirm that many informants see and express a connection between risk 
of radicalization, and the relational and didactic basis for promoting critical thinking 
among students.     
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FURTHER VIEWS ON WHAT THE SCHOOL DO TO 
PROMOTE CRITICAL THINKING

Most of the interviewed teachers stated that what they in fact did in the class to further 
critical thinking among the students, was to try to stimulate questioning about who 
was the sender of a certain information, what could the intentions behind the writing 
be, and who was the imagined and intended receiver of the message?  One teacher 
emphasized that she attempts to stimulate insight into the context and background of 
voiced opinions, and to facilitate a political analysis and approach among the pupils, 
instead of an emotional reaction to extreme views or views different that ones own. 
However, she pointed to the pedagogical dilemma, that at the same time they, as 
teachers, want a critical approach from the students, they also want to be authorities 
in their role as teacher. 

One teacher stated that critical thinking was not a possibility, since there was too much 
‘noise’, too many disciplinary problems, to reach these reflected discussions.   

EXPRESSED NEEDS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR CPD 
AMONG TEACHERS AND STAKEHOLDERS   

The expert of digital media and children propose a need for teachers to have material 
that can enable them to teach students about how emotions are used and arguments 
built by you tubers and in other internet sources with extreme views and brutal and 
violent images. Furthermore, material about how algorithms work on facebook and the 
like, in a way that views which are in fact extreme and initially relatively uncommon, 
are being multiplied and promoted so that they seem widespread, ordinary and 
normalized.   

This need is in line with needs expressed by many of the interviewed teachers. A 
general need presented was material that enable them to teach the students to read, 
understand and critically analyze the huge and varied amount of internet sources. As 
one teacher state: There is a need for material, as well as CPD, since “many teachers 
have not grown up with the internet. We have only met it as adults. We don’t have 
personal experiences with having to relate to, and navigate at the internet as a child. 
We´ve never tried being a child in this context”. 

Material to work with digital bullying and rules and norms about spreading of offensive 
material is also mentioned as a need, as well as ways to promote a critical reading of 
what is formulated as negative groups and communities on the internet.

Two teachers ask for material about critical thinking that really stimulates curious 
questioning and investigation as a basic approach in life, similar to for example math 
material, which stimulates realistic estimation, such as ‘does it make sense that the 
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table is 800 meters long?’. 
Also teaching material stimulating curiousity and respect towards diversity in ethnic as 
well as gender and sexuality identities, pluralism in opinions etc. is called for by many 
of the interviewed teachers.      

NEEDS AND SUGGESTIONS FOR CPD CONCERNING 
CONTROVERSIAL ISSUES AND NORM CRITICAL 
METHODS 

Two of the interviewed school psychologists put forward the view, that teachers 
lack an ability and readiness to take serious young people who embrace for example 
nazism. “When you don’t have that, then it becomes your own… what you can 
come up with in the situation. And it makes our system vulnerable, if it is not being 
addressed”. (Interview, February 2019). The psychologists define the tendency as 
related to a general need among teachers for knowledge and competences to address 
controversial issues and their own biases, identifications and ‘blind spots’ among social 
groups and student profiles. 

The same observation is brought forward by a professor at a teachers college, 
who work with prevention of extremism and critical thinking among teachers in a 
government initiated and sponsored program for CPD. She emphasizes a need among 
teachers to be trained to reflect on their own norms and categorizations. Teachers are 
both norm carriers and norm builders in their relation to young people. They use their 
own personal baggage in their work with children. As a professional, you have to be 
conscious of the norms that you bring with you, and be able to reflect on, and critically 
question these norms, which are otherwise often taken-for-granted. Otherwise you, 
as a professional, can trigger that some issues become controversial, and cannot be 
dealt with. Teachers need professional knowledge and tools to be able to work on their 
own norms and identifications - which pupils you, consciously or not, identify with, 
which norms, you embrace, and what privileges, these norms may give you. The CPD, 
which the professor, as well as the above mentioned school psychologists, point to as 
needed, is tools and methods for teachers to handle normativity in a professional way.   

CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF RESULTS  

CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF RESULTS

In research about the Danish strategy towards prevention of radicalization and 
intervention in cases of early radicalization, it is pointed out that there is an individual 
focus (Hemmingsen, Anne Sofie 2016). The strategy is oriented towards self help, 
mentoring and exit support to the individual. The social services, schools and police 
are cooperating in the SSP system, described in the chapter on the desk research.  
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Several of the informants confirm this approach, by bringing forward views that rest 
on the assumption, that prevention of radicalization has to be dealt with through a 
social pedagogical and relational approach to young people, seen as vulnerable and at 
risk. This corresponds to the official approach, which emphasize the individual micro 
level as an explanatory factor and locus for intervention. This focus for explanation and 
intervention has however been criticized for risking to overlook contributing factors at 
the social and political level, that might require other types of intervention as well as 
problem understandings and explanations.    

The approach and explanatory models among some of our informants confirm this 
focus on individual pupils. Societal factors such as discrimination, police profiling or 
exposure to the internet are mentioned, but the solutions put forward often focus on 
the microlevel, such as social and relational work towards the individual.  
    
Concerning the recognition of the terms radicalization and extremism, there seem 
to be more ready understanding that these phenomena exist, compared to earlier 
research (mhtconsult, 2010). However, our small sample of interviews show that the 
understanding of what exactly these terms refer to, is still often somehow blurred. Our 
data show that interviewees find it easier to recognize something they see as signs 
of radicalization among muslim pupils or parents, i.e. connection to for example Hizb 
utahrir, than in cases related to political ideologies like nazism among pupils with a 
majority background. 
     
It is also pointed out that the Danish strategy focuses almost exclusively on Islamic 
extremism. Our small sample of interviews show that radicalization in the public 
discourse is linked to islam or muslims. Our data show, that interviewees might find it 
easier to recognize something they see as signs of radicalization among muslim pupils 
or parents, i.e. connection to for example Hizb utahrir, than in cases related to political 
ideologies like nazism among pupils with a majority background. 

The current official policy in education is focused on forming a prevention strategy with 
a focus on educating for, and invigorating an engagement in democracy and democratic 
values among young people. The school is to promote active citizenship and democratic 
consciousness and this is currently linked to the prevention of extremism. Two teachers 
have stressed the importance of stimulating respect for diversity in opinions and 
freedom of speech. Factors such as what it could mean to create a democratic inclusive 
classroom environment, as well as different understandings and interpretations of the 
concept of democracy apart from known elements like voting or freedom of speech, 
are not mentioned explicitly by our informants. 

Polarization along ethnic background in the classes, and how to deal with it, is being 
addressed as a fact and a problem by the three teachers, who work at schools with an 
ethnically mixed population of students.
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A consistent theme running through all the interviews, concerns the effects on the 
children of exposure to the wealth of information on the internet, and the need for 
materials and guidelines enabling the teaching about this phenomena, as well as 
teaching within this condition. There is a persistent demand for critical reading and 
understanding of the massive and varied internet information, and a clear tendency 
that informants see a connection between this phenomena and a potential of 
radicalizing processes.   
       
Another finding in the material of the interviews, confirm the desk research on the 
need for teachers to gain competences to deal with controversial issues at school, 
identified and supported by the Danish government. (Controversial issues at school. 
Ministry of education and Nordic Council, 2017). In one of the current official initiatives 
the focus is on the need for qualifying the professionals to gain insight on their own 
norms and ‘blind spots’, that create controversial issues which they avoid to talk and 
teach about. This can also lead to a failure to recognize certain possible early signs of 
worry that needs attention among pupils. 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

A consistent theme in or data is a persistent demand for material and CPD about 
critical reading and understanding of the massive and varied internet information.  It 
is a clear tendency that informants see a connection between these phenomena and 
a risk of extremism.   

It is recommended that this expressed need for teaching methods and approaches to 
critical thinking in this realm of reality, will be included in the CPD.

There is a relatively solid tradition of integrating a concept of critical thinking into 
the learning objectives in school and education in Denmark, and critical thinking is 
continously emphasized in the recent reform of the school system and the learning 
goals in all public schools.  

The data from the interviewed teachers show an awareness of the concept, but our 
material also point to the fact that it is an ongoing challenge to know how and be able 
to practice and stimulate actual critical thinking, in the context of the ever changing 
present day globalized school and society. New diversities among pupils, parents and 
collegues, as well as new accesses and transfer of communication and knowledge, 
create challenges for the school professionals to teach actual critical thinking and to 
deal constructively with controversial issues, which vary across persons and cultural 
identities. There is a need for an understanding and a methodology to reflect on one’s 
own normativity as an authority in relation to pupils and the pluralism of norms, values 
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and positions in society, to promote a sense of participation, inclusion and belonging.              

There is a Prevent unit in the municipality of Copenhagen which offers advice and 
CPD to professionals at schools and social workers concerning cases where there 
is a concern for radicalization. Our findings suggest however a need for knowledge 
dissemination among teachers about this possibility. 
   
Our data show the need for expanding the understanding and awareness of 
radicalization among professionals to include signs of political extremism, and not 
mostly extremism based extremism among muslim youth. 
 
A final important note about the limitations of the findings of this research. It should 
be noted that the sample of interviewees in this research is small and the data do not 
allow for conclusions on the general situation concerning the issues at scope.
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ABSTRACT   

According to Italian counterterrorism officials, radicalization is not as a significant 
problem in Italy as in some other European countries. Italy has, so far, been relatively 
immune to overt displays of Islamic extremism and never experienced Islamic extremist 
attacks. Nevertheless, Italian Authorities consider the threat from an ISIS-inspired or 
-directed attack as high. Italy is experiencing a tendency towards extremisms on the 
political spectrum due to political instability, economic stagnation and lack of structural 
reforms, together with a significantly high youth unemployment rate and other factors 
such as the raise of immigration flows. Given the Italian long history of confronting 
domestic terrorism and criminal organisations, the Italian authorities developed strong 
skills and solid legal tools suitable also in confronting violent extremisms. Nevertheless, 
there is a lack of an equally robust preventive approach; in Italy there are no relevant 
services for the prevention of violent radicalization in schools. Projects addressing the 
education towards diversity and intercultural and interreligious dialogue are carried 
out in several regions by schools in autonomous and fragmented way. The qualitative 
research, implemented in the context of the first Intellectual Output of the Erasmus+ 
Key Action 2 project ‘PRACTICE – Preventing Radicalism through Critical Thinking 
Competences’, included desk research on relevant topics and interviews with teachers, 
school leaders and stakeholders, to investigate their needs and the connections 
between critical thinking skills and radicalisation prevention. In the schools involved 
there is a good level of inclusion between students and acceptance of diversity; 
students show a high acceptance of what they directly know, but at the same time, 
they demonstrate to perceive the reality in a dichotomic and sometimes confused way 
and are becoming more and more passive receivers of information they get in contact 
with especially from the Internet. Therefore, even if radicalization is not perceived as 
a major treat in Italy, its prevention is seen as fundamental, given the general climate 
of political and social extremization and propaganda, with the rise of racist episodes, 
homophobia, bullying and cyberbullying and the high exposure of youngsters to this 
era of hyper-connection with all the consequences it brings. CPD trainings on critical 
thinking are not available or not sufficient for the teachers involved in the research and 
much needed for the development of skills of both teachers and students.
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INTRODUCTION 

INTRODUCTION TO THE ITALIAN CONTEXT

As in the other modern countries facing the terroristic threat, even in Italy the term 
“radicalization” is highly debated when used in the context of violent extremisms. In 
certain contexts, it can simply mean “wanting to cause political change” (UNESCO, 
Preventing violent extremism through education. A guide for policy makers, 2017). In 
the context of efforts to prevent violent extremism, “radicalization” is commonly used 
to describe the processes by which a person adopts increasingly extreme political, 
social or religious ideals, views or practices to the point of legitimizing the use of 
violence. Indeed, the meaning of “radical” can differ in varying ways depending on 
circumstance and time (L. Vidino, Il Jihadismo autoctono in Italia. Nascita, sviluppo e 
dinamiche di radicalizzazione, 2014). 

Considering the radicalization as a complex process, experts often distinguish between 
cognitive and violent radicalization. The first is the process by which a subject adopts 
ideas that are completely marginal to what is considered to be ‘normal’: he/she rejects 
legitimacy of current social order and replace it with a new structure, based on a totally 
different set of values. At the other hand, violent radicalization takes place when a 
subject takes the next steps, using violence to serve the cause derived from his/her 
cognitive radicalization (F. Marone, Radicalizzazione e Islam in Europa, 2016).  

Italy suffers from political instability, economic stagnation and lack of structural 
reforms. Prior to the 2008 financial crisis, the country was already idling in low gear. 
In fact, Italy grew an average of 1.2% between 2001 and 2007. The global crisis had 
a deteriorating effect on the already fragile Italian economy. In 2009, the economy 
suffered a hefty 5.5% contraction—the strongest GDP drop in decades. Since then, 
Italy has shown no clear trend of recovery (Focus Economics, Italy Economic Outlook, 
2018). The Italian economy faces a number of important challenges, one of which is 
unemployment. The unemployment rate has increased constantly in the last seven 
years. In 2013, it reached 12.5%, which is the highest level on record. In May 2018, the 
youth unemployment rate reached the 31.9% (Statista, Youth unemployment rate in 
Europe [EU member states] as of May 2018). The stubbornly high unemployment rate 
highlights the weaknesses of the Italian labor market and growing global competition. 
Another challenge is presented by the difficult status of the country’s public finances. 
Economic crisis often leads to a tendency towards extremisms on the political spectrum, 
and this occurred especially in Southern Europe (Funke, Schularick, Trebesch, Politics 
in the Slump: Polarization and Extremism after Financial Crises, 1870-2014, 2015). Yet 
the European economic crisis has created a landslide for the whole political system, 
characterized by the shrink of mainstream parties and the rise of new populist parties 
placed on the both ends of the ideological spectrum. This has been observed already 
in Italy after the 2013 elections, with the sudden boom of the Five Star Movement 
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(M5S) as one of the most powerful anti-establishment political parties in Europe, and 
still more evident after the general elections of 2018, and the creation of the new 
government with the coalition between M5S and Lega Nord party, a national far-right 
party with clear positions against the European Union and immigrants (Corbetta, 
Colloca, Cavazza & Roccato, Lega and Five-star Movement voters: exploring the role 
of cultural, economic and political bewilderment, Contemporary Italian Politics, 2018).
In fact, beside the economic crisis (and related to it) other causes can be considered as 
having lead to this political situation of anti-establishment forces in power: the tensions 
between Italy and the European Union and the austerity measures followed to the 
2008 crisis; the raise of immigration flows which  gave the  far  right  the  possibility  to  
exploit  fully  an openly xenophobic propaganda and spread an anti-EU sentiment for 
a lack of support from European Union in dealing with this “crisis”;  the lack of state 
efficiency, combined with continuing political corruption and a consequently feeling of 
distance between the political elite and the citizens, and an increasingly lose faith in 
the traditional elements of representative democracy: parties and parliament. 

RADICALISATION IN ITALY: MAPPING THE 
PHENOMENON AND RELATED STATISTICS

According to Italian counterterrorism officials, racidalization is not as significant a 
problem in Italy as in some other European countries. There are fewer dangerous 
Islamist extremists on Italian soil in absolute terms than in France, Germany, or Belgium 
as well as fewer Islamic extremists as a proportion of the Muslim population than those 
countries. Italy has also, so far, been relatively immune to overt displays of Islamic 
extremism (Groppi, The Terror Threat to Italy: How Italian Exceptionalism is Rapidly 
Diminishing, 2017). Italian cities have never experienced the unofficial establishment 
of sharia patrols by local Muslims nor have they dealt with Islamic extremist attacks. A 
significantly smaller number of foreign fighters have departed from Italy as compared to 
United Kingdom, Belgium, France and Germany (EUROPOL, European Union Terrorism 
Situation and Trend Report, 2017). 

Nevertheless, Italian Authorities consider the threat from an ISIS-inspired or -directed 
attack as high. In January 2017, police chief Franco Gabrielli told reporters that “we 
only hope [an ISIS attack] is going to be as restrained as possible, but we are under 
threat.” In March 2018 the Italian Interior Minister Marco Minniti told newspapers 
that “the security threat to Italy from supporters of [the] Islamic State was higher than 
ever.” Minniti attributed the higher threat level to the increased number of foreign 
fighters attempting to reenter Europe through Italy. Indeed, ISIS regularly threatens 
Italy in its propaganda and attempts to radicalize Italian Muslims to carry out domestic 
attacks on its behalf  (Italy: Extremism & Counter-Extremism, 2018  
https://www.counterextremism.com/countries/italy). 

Between the 1960s and 1980s, far-left and far-right extremists mounted acts of 
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terrorism in a period known as the Years of Lead (“Anni di Piombo”). During that time, 
Italy also suffered attacks perpetrated by nationalist Palestinian groups such as the Abu 
Nidal Organisation and Black September. Jihadist networks began to develop in Italy in 
1980s, and in the 1990s Islamic extremists began using Italy as a transit point en route 
to conflicts in the Balkans and North Africa. More recently, Italy has become vulnerable 
to acts of Islamic extremism waged by both domestic Islamists and international 
terrorist operatives. At the same time, far-right extremism has reemerged in Italy amid 
the influx of refugees and a struggling economy (S. Gaston, Far-right extremism in the 
Populist Age, DEMOS Briefing Papers, 2017). Right-wing extremists acts mainly target 
refugees, ethnic minorities and politicians and left-wing and anarchist groups are 
known to target government property and law enforcement agencies. 

Because there is no indication of a propensity by these groups to adopt terrorist 
methodologies, nowadays the government considers the threat posed by right-wing 
groups as low (J. Ebner, J. Davey, Mainstreaming Mussolini, How the Extreme Right 
Attempted to ‘Make Italy Great Again’in the Italian Election, 2018). 

The discrepancy between increased crimes against refugees, migrants, minorities 
and politicians and the low threat perceptions is explained with the lack of organized 
structures behind these incidents: individuals and small groups mainly carry out attacks, 
and many perpetrators remain unknown and not arrested. Thus, these incidents do 
not qualify as violent extremism or terrorism and are not reported as such. Despite 
this under reporting trend, a number of incidents related to far-right extremism 
occurred in Italy in recent years. According to the antifascist organisation Infoantifa Ecn  
(http://www.ecn.org/antifa/ ) there have been 182 attacks by neofascist groups since 
2014. By way of example, on November 2017 in the northern city of Como, a group of 
right-wing skinheads interrupted a meeting of local NGOs discussing means to integrate 
migrants into the social fabric of the city. No violence occurred, but the group forced 
their way into the NGOs’ office and read out a “manifesto” about the migration crisis, 
defined as an “invasion” of Italy. In early February 2018, few days before the Italian 
elections, the Italian far-right extremist Luca Traini went on a shooting spree against 
African migrants, injuring six in Macerata. Traini was found to have a copy of Mein 
Kampf at home, was member of Italian far-right party Lega Nord and ran for office 
in the previous municipal elections of Macerata. The shooting came during a heated 
electoral campaign in which anti-foreigner sentiment has become a key theme. The 
result of the election was a huge boon to populist parties, with the Five Star Movement 
gaining the greatest share of votes with over 32 percent (Jessica Phelan, “Video: Italian 
Neo-Nazis Interrupt Voluneers’ Meeting to Bemoan Migrant ‘Invasion’”, in The Local, 
29 November 2017 https://www.thelocal.it/20171129/video-italian-neo-nazis-como). 

However, this success was mirrored with major gains by Matteo Salvini’s The League, 
which achieved over 17 percent of the vote compared to just 4 percent in the last 
election. Following the attack, there were several attempts to orchestrate what was 
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referred to as a ‘psyop’ to promote Traini as a hero. The official data about terrorism 
incidents, violent extremist attacks and related proceedings and incarcerations in Italy 
are:  

In 2017, on a total of 205 foiled, failed and completed terrorist attacks perpetrated 
in the EU, 14 were located in Italy. On a total of 14, 1 attack was related to jihadist 
affiliation, 8 attacks are attributed to left-wing affiliation and 6 are not specified in 
terms of affiliation.

In 2017, on a total of 1219 arrests for terrorism in the EU, 39 were in Italy. On a 
total of 39, 26 arrests are related to jihadist terrorism, 11 to left-wing terrorism 
and only 2 to right-wing terrorism

In 2017, on a total of 565 concluded court proceedings for terrorism in the EU, 23 
were held in Italy

In Italy, anarchist terrorist activity declined in comparison with the previous 
years: in 2017 a total of 7 attacks occurred, most of which were in expression of 
solidarity with incarcerated members of anarchist terrorist groups 

In 2017, 67 deportations for security reasons have been conducted

In 2017, 125 foreign fighters has been monitored 
(EUROPOL, TESAT Terrorism Situation and Trend Report, 2018 and Italian 
Department of the Interior, Yearly report, 2017)

In 2016, OSCE’s Office for Democratic Institutions and Human Rights (ODIHR), which 
monitors hate crime among participating countries, reported almost 800 as recorded 
by police, with the majority based on racism and xenophobia. But numbers don’t tell 
the full story. Victims who are not Italian citizens or regular residents may refrain from 
reporting to the police out of a fear of being identified and eventually deported. Police 
have downplayed the racism motive in previous attacks. 

OVERVIEW OF THE RELEVANT LEGAL FRAMEWORK  
(IF APPLICABLE)

Given the Italian long history of confronting domestic terrorism and criminal 
organisations (e.g. Red Brigades, the Mafia, the ‘Ndrangheta and the Camorra) 
the Italian authorities developed strong skills and solid legal tools suitable also in 
confronting jihadist terrorism and other forms of violent extremisms. 
Additionally, over the last few years, the counterterrorism strategy has been enriched 
to face the current threat, in particular introducing the deportation of foreign suspects 
(two antiterrorism laws in 2005 and 2015). 
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The Italian government introduced its first counterterrorism legislative package on 
October 18, 2001, right after the September 11, 2001 attacks. The legislation, dubbed 
Decree Law 374, codified the crime of conspiracy to commit an act of international 
terrorism. It also permitted authorities to use wiretaps and to prosecute any individual 
promoting, creating, organizing, or financing terrorism. The Italian government also 
passed Law 438, which permitted authorities to surveil and intercept communication 
of terrorist suspects. (legislationonline.org) 

The lack of an equally robust preventive approach has been faced in 2017 thanks to the 
approval by the Italy’s Lower House of a draft law on the prevention of radicalization. 
Anyway, the bill didn’t see the final approval from the Upper House (Senate) before the 
end of the legislature. The draft law recognizes the importance of specialist training for 
police and military forces, penitentiary administration staff and ombudsman, teachers 
and directors of schools and universities and social and health care workers. Training 
and education, as well as de-radicalization programmes and interventions aimed at 
preventing episodes of radicalization in the school environment were also established, 
aimed at spreading a culture of pluralism and preventing episodes of radicalization 
in the school environment. The draft law foreseen the establishment of the National 
Centre on Radicalisation (CRAD), which annually elaborates the national strategic plan 
for the prevention of the processes of radicalisation and adherence to violent Jihadist 
extremism and the recovery of those involved in the phenomena. However, the bill – 
that as said has not been approved before the end of the legislature - placed the focus 
exclusively on the threat of jihadist extremisms. A number of experts consider this as a 
missed opportunity to combat all forms of political and ideological radicalization (such 
as far-right extremisms) spreading in Italy  
(F. Capano, Italy’s Draft Law on the Prevention of Radicalization: A Missed 
Opportunity?, 2017). 

At this time, the relevant Italian legislation on these topics include:

Struggle to international terrorism, known as “Pisanu’s Law”: Decree Law 27 July 
2005 Nr. 144, which  defined terrorism as acts that “cause serious harm to a country 
or international organization,” and are carried out in order to “intimidate people, 
coerce public authorities,” or “destabilize or destroy the fundamental political, 
constitutional, economic and social structures of a country.” The law also amended 
the criminal code by adding examples of what would be considered a punishable 
terrorist offense. Notably, the law punishes anyone who “trains [others] to prepare 
or use explosive materials, firearms…hazardous chemical or bacteriological 
substances…for the purposes of terrorism.” The law also facilitates the detention 
of suspects and expedites the process for deporting non-citizens who demonstrate 
extremist sentiments.

Urgent measures for the fight against terrorism, including international ones, as 
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well as the extension of the international mission of the Armed Forces and Police: 
Decree Law 18 February 2015 Nr. 7, which imposes punishment on lone wolf 
terrorists and foreign fighters—making it illegal to partake in a conflict in a foreign 
territory in support of a terrorist organization.

Measures for countering terrorism as well as ratification and enforcement of other 
EU and International Conventions and Treaties: Law 28 July 2016 Nr. 153 

Other legislations in the field of education for the prevention of radicalicalisation in the 
school sector: 
Law 107/2015: underlines the importance of citizenship education. Among the priority 
training objectives are indicated: development of skills in the field of active and 
democratic citizenship through the enhancement of intercultural education and peace, 
respect for differences and dialogue between cultures, support for the assumption of 
responsibility as well as solidarity and care of common goods and awareness of rights 
and duties.

Regional Law no. 24 of 6 November 2017 concerns regional interventions to help and 
assist the victims of terrorism and information, training and research to know and 
prevent the processes of violent radicalization, which provides, among its aims, the 
promotion of information, training and research activities to know and prevent the 
phenomena and processes of violent radicalization. Lombardy has been the first Italian 
Region which foreseen a specific law for intervention in the field of education and 
training for preventing violent radicalisation.  

OVERVIEW AND EVALUATION OF DEVELOPMENT 
AND IMPLEMENTATION OF PREVENTION OF 
RADICALISATION INCIDENTS IN SCHOOLS

It would be useful to include both regulations/laws (and whether they are implemented) 
and good practices implemented in schools (and their results). Again, depending on 
the available data.

In Italy there are not relevant services for the prevention of violent radicalization in 
schools. 

The Italian Educational System is based on the Liberty of Teaching (Art. 33 Italian 
Constitution) and on the Autonomy of the Schools (Art. 117). According to the National 
directions for the curriculum, each school is called to elaborate its own curriculum 
following the general direction given by the Ministry of Education.

Starting already from the pre-school, the national directions given by the Ministry 
of Education indicate among the competences to be developed by children, a first 
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awareness about rights and duties, rules of common life, cultural diversity, existential 
and religious topic, justice. So, at the end of the pre-schools, children must to have 
developed the attitude of make and ask question about moral and ethics issues, to 
seize different points of view, to be sensitive to cultural and linguistic differences. 

Moreover, the national direction affirms that it is a peculiar task of the primary and 
upper secondary school to lay the foundations to the exercise of active citizenship 
promoting a social and cultural basic literacy. To do so, the schools must adopt an 
intercultural education, promoting the full development of the identity of students, 
paying attention to all its dimension (cognitive, emotional, affective, social, ethic, 
religious and corporeal). The intercultural education must be a functional resource to 
the valorization of diversity and necessary condition to social inclusion and democratic 
participation.

But it is just on the secondary school of first level (middle school 12-14) that are 
established some specific objectives for the education to a civil coexistence about the 
following topics: citizenship, road education, environmental and health education, 
nutritional education and affectivity. 

The National Document establishes that each school of this level, must organize unitary 
educational and didactical activities to develop competences related to these topics. 
The education to a civil coexistence is not identify in any specific discipline or subject 
but it is pointed up the transversality of these topics. 

According to these directions, and in compliance of the principle of the autonomy, 
each school can participate to projects, trainings and events related to different topics.
Projects addressing the education towards diversity and intercultural and interreligious 
dialogue are carried out in several regions. Numerous are the initiatives related to 
integration third country national students, hate-speech contrast, citizenship education 
and social inclusion. 

Indeed, projects specifically addressed to the prevention of violent radicalisation in 
schools can be found almost exclusively in the region of Lombardy, in compliance 
with the already-mentioned Regional Law of 2017, “Regional intervention of help 
and support to the victims of terrorism and of information, training and research for 
awareness and prevention of violent radicalisation prevention”. Lombardy region, with 
the support of the Regional Education Office, launched a project aimed at the promotion 
of educational and training initiatives in primary and secondary schools regarding the 
“Education to the differences to fight violent extremisms”. During the piloting phase 
in 2016-2018 teachers have been trained to detect and properly intervene in case of 
behaviours that potentially led to violent radicalization appear. 5 schools in the region 
participated to the pilot-project from September to November 2018. The project is still 
ongoing (D. Campanelli, S. Chinelli, C. Casavola, Educare alle differenze nell’ottica del 
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contrasto a ogni forma di estremismo violento nella scuola di oggi [http://usr.istruzione.
lombardia.gov.it/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/ArticoloEducarealleDifferenze.pdf ]).

Few other projects and trainings specifically on the topic of radicalization prevention 
in schools are organized in other regions from the Initiative of Regional School office 
in cooperation with NGOs and training center such as in Lazio (training project on 
the prevention of extremist violent radicalisation, in cooperation with EXIT ONLUS in 
2018/2019 and Umbria, in cooperation with  Educaforum Associazione di Promozione 
sociale in 2018/2019).

In Palermo, from 2016 to 2018, CSC has carried out an ERASMUS+ KA3 project aimed at 
preventing violent radicalization and promoting democratic values, fundamental rights, 
intercultural understanding and active citizenship. The project START THE CHANGE - 
Embracing differences through intercultural education and volunteering – involved 7 
schools and around 500 students, focussing on developing of values and capacities 
such as: psychological thriving, emotional development and self-regulation, civic 
competences, connectedness, positive attitudes towards differences as well as multi-
perspective and deeper understanding of the world. The project foresees training of 
teachers, workshops with students and the development of  peace building projects 
from students with the participation to a creative contest.

OVERVIEW OF POLICY AND PRACTICE ON CONTINUING 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

CONTINUING PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT FOR 
TEACHERS WORKING IN EARLY CHILDHOOD AND 
SCHOOL EDUCATION

ORGANISATIONAL ASPECTS 

The law 107/2015 on the reform of the education system, has established that 
professional development (CPD) for teachers, is compulsory, continuing and structural. 
The collective labour contract for school staff establishes that CPD is a both a right and 
a professional duty for teachers. Each school defines CDP activities, also establishing 
networks with other schools in their territory. Activities must be consistent with the 
school three-year plan of the educational offer, with the self-evaluation report and the 
improvement plans of schools, according to the priorities indicated by the Ministry of 
education in the National training plan published every three years. 
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For the three-year period 2016-2019 the Ministry of education has established the 
following priorities:

foreign languages

digital competences and new learning environments

school and work

autonomy

evaluation and improvement

competence-based teaching and innovative teaching methods

integration, civic competences and global citizenship

inclusion and disability

social cohesion and prevention of youth discomfort

MIUR, Piano per la formazione dei docenti 2016-2019, 2016

Training initiatives are generally not part of the teaching timetable and teachers have 
the right to participate as CPD contributes to the development of their professional 
life. Furthermore, teachers have the right to have five days with exemption from 
service during the school year to participate in training initiatives ( Eurydice, https://
eacea.ec.europa.eu/national-policies/eurydice/content/continuing-professional-
development-teachers-working-early-childhood-and-school-education-36_en ).

INCENTIVES FOR PARTICIPATING IN CONTINUING PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT (CPD) 
ACTICVITIES

In order to help teachers in their CPD activities, law 107/2015 foresees a financial 
support delivered in the form of an electronic card. Every year, each teacher will 
receive a maximum of 500 € for:

purchasing books, magazines, hardware and software;

attending courses offered by accredited bodies or by higher education institutions;

attending cultural events (representations, movies, live events) and visit museums 
and exhibitions;
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carrying out activities consistent with the three-year educational plan of the 
school and with the National training plan.

OVERVIEW OF CRITICAL THINKING TEACHING METHODS

CRITICAL THINKING AND COMPETENCE BASED 
EDUCATION

In Italy, the role of critical thinking is linked to the competence-based education and, 
in particular, to the acquisition of citizenship and global citizenship competences. 
The competence-based education also represents the key for youngsters that should 
be able to find, select and organize their knowledge to fruitful solve personal and 
professional problems beyond the boundaries of school experience (MIUR, Piano per 
la formazione dei docenti 2016-2019, 2016).  

The National Teacher Training Plan 2016-2019 promotes the introduction into teaching 
of the exercise of the critical thinking, providing those logical and methodological tools 
that make the teacher lose the traditional function of transmission of information 
through a lectio, to encourage a dialogical role of the students, also with the conscious 
contribution of digital technologies, promoting a critical analysis of information. 
Also, the document “National indications and new scenarios”, published by the MIUR 
in 2017 proposes to schools a reinterpretation of the national indications through 
the lens of citizenship skills. The key competences of “active citizenship” involve all 
disciplines, each of which can make important contributions.

The objective is to ensure that all students have the key competences to face the changes 
and challenges of the present, to be better projected into the future, to become active 
and aware citizens (World Economic Forum, The Future of Jobs – Employment, Skills 
and Workforce Strategy for the Fourth Industrial Revolution, January 2016). 

Adult graduates in Italy have among the lowest average literacy and numeracy scores 
compared with tertiary graduates in other OECD countries (OECD, Skills Strategy 
Diagnostic Report, Italy 2017).  Yet, Italy performs significantly worse than the EU-17 
average of 271, scoring an average of 250 thus showing a very low overall literacy 
average (ELINET, Literacy in Italy, Country report, Italy, March 2016). This data 
negatively reflects on logic and linguistic competences of teachers and students, 
hampering a full development of citizenship education as well. The strengthening 
of logical and argumentative skills allows the exercise of reasoning practices, aimed 
at solving problems. This can result in significant methodological results such as the 
commitment to dialogue and work group, the capacity to apply empirical verification 
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of a hypothesis, the reasoned control of the factors that influence the solutions – in a 
word, the exercise of critical thinking.  

OVERVIEW OF PROJECTS, RESEARCH AND REPORTS

ITALIAN PRACTICES ABOUT CRITICAL THINKING

Alongside this scientific debate, a number of projects/practices at national level aimed 
at foster the application of critical thinking in schools is listed:  

THE AVANGUARDIE EDUCATIVE PROJECT 
The research project Avanguardie is a Movement of innovative schools being 
researched by INDIRE with the aim of studying how teaching and organizational 
changes may be implemented within a school and mainstreamed to other schools. The 
mission and vision of the project are detailed in its Manifesto, written jointly by INDIRE 
and the 22 advanced schools and signed up to by new schools joining the network. The 
Manifesto considers there are seven pillars that inspire activities and practices, and 
these underpin the “gallery of 12 innovative practices”. In these practice students are 
active protagonists of their learning process, developing critical, reflective and creative 
thinking. This profound change in the role of students can be observed in the “Debate” 
practice, a discussion where two group of students are positioned for and against a 
particular stance.  Debate is a tool to encourage the practice of critical thinking (http://
innovazione.indire.it/avanguardieeducative/debate) 

MAKING LEARNING AND THINKING VISIBLE IN ITALIAN SECONDARY 
SCHOOLS (MLTV) PROJECT
Project Zero and INDIRE are collaborating on the experimentation of an innovative 
educational model, able to valorise and capitalise on disciplinary knowledge and skills, 
to develop a variety of ways of thinking: critical, creative, logical-mathematical, reflexive, 
decisional and systemic. The project MLTV will investigate how Making Learning Visible 
and Visible Thinking (two key Project Zero conceptual frameworks) can be adapted 
with integrity in Italian public secondary schools. The key aspect of this approach is 
documentation, intended as observation, registration, interpretation and sharing the 
learning process and its outcomes in order to delve into the learning process.  The 
main objective is to support and promote the creation of a culture of schooling based 
on thinking patterns and deep understanding, considered as prerequisites for effective 
learning (http://www.indire.it/en/progetto/making-learning-and-thinking-visible-in-
italian-secondary-schools )

BUON SENSO PROJECT
The Ministry of Education, University and Research together with Laterza publishers 
promote the Buon Senso project, aimed at provide students with the right tools to 
decode the flow of information, helping them to build a correct and complete opinion 
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on the most topical issues and to communicate it effectively to others. Nine schools 
in three Italian cities are involved in the initial piloting phase – namely Bari, Rome 
and Turin. Several qualified partners participate in the project, such as banca d’Italia, 
Fondazione Giovanni Agnelli, Istat, La Repubblica, RAI.  At the end of the project, 
students will prepare a cultural product, realzing essays, reportages, debates, videos 
and stage shows (http://www.miur.gov.it/-/-buon-senso-al-via-progetto-miur-laterza-
br-sperimentazione-in-nove-scuole-studentesse-e-studenti-a-lezione-di-pensiero-
critico )

THE NARRATIVE ORIENTATION METHOD
The narrative orientation method is an educational model aimed at develop a set of 
competences related to the empowerment and self-direction of the final user. Developed 
in the late 90s, the narrative orientation uses the narrative and biographical materials 
in the broad sense: from novels to images, new technologies and movies. The overall 
purpose of this method is to make people aware and responsible about their lives and 
choices, using the narrative as a metaphorical path to self reflect, meditate on own 
emotions and on the development of better levels of critical thinking, reflexivity and 
self-perception but also creativity, imagination and empathy. The narrative orientation 
is suitable for all age groups and for all contexts, from educational to professional 
continuing development. Experimentations of narrative orientation practices are 
active nowadays in several contexts, from projects carried out within primary and 
secondary schools  to training seminars for teachers (https://federicobatini.wordpress.
com/2018/10/12/progetto-noout3-materiale-incontro-lettura/ )

RISK FACTORS TOWARDS YOUTH RADICALISATION  
(SENSE OF BELONGING, MARGINALISATION, ETC.)
In December 2018, Save The Children released its 2018 update of “Atlas of childhood at 
risk”, pointing out that 1.2 million of children and adolescents live in absolute poverty, 
and there are vulnerable groups of people at risk of succumbing to social exclusion and 
absolute poverty in all regions, including the most prosperous. Alongside the economic 
poverty, also the environment in which they live has a huge impact in conditioning their 
growth and future opportunities: educational segregation increasingly widens the gap 
of inequality, especially in big cities, where many children live (Save The Children, Atlas 
of Childhood at Risk, November 2018).

Another important factor to point out is the immigration flow that, despite the 
2008 economic crisis and the increase in emigration flows, has continued. In Italy 
the misperception about terrorism threat and immigration is a well-known issue. 
According to a survey conducted in 2017, more than 70 percent of Italians believe 
that too many migrants live in Italy. The perceived proportion of immigrants in Italy is 
around 24 percent, while the actual proportion of immigrants is around 7 percent. At 
the same time, the idea that a clear link exists between immigration flow and terrorism 
is well rooted in the Italian public opinion, even if official investigations did not support 
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the suggestion that terrorists were systematically using the migrant flow (Special 
Eurobarometer 469, Integration of immigrants in the European Union, Italy, October 
2017). 

Another interesting report is the Youth Report 2018 of the Istituto Giuseppe Toniolo 
(“Rapporto Giovani 2018 – la condizione giovanile in Italia”) which collects data and 
analysis on the attitude of the new generations (a sample of 3034 people aged 20-
34 years representative on a national scale) towards politics and their orientation 
towards voting, in combination with the social profile, the economic condition and the 
reference values. In one of the key questions of the survey, young people were asked 
to assign a rating of 1 to 10 to each of the Italian political forces. More than 40 percent 
of the interviewees rejected all of them, showing a disaffection towards the entire 
political offer as well as an high willingness to give consent to those who give voice to 
protest and frustration. 

Regarding how young Italians see hate speech in comparison with other European 
teenagers, the data presented in the Report are not entirely comforting. Linking 
the attitudes found to the unfavourable climate of opinion generated by economic 
difficulties, international terrorism and institutional inability to adequately address the 
issue of migration - and, in this, the structural difficulties experienced especially by 
younger people on the employment front - the authors point out that distrust and fear 
are the most widespread feelings among young Italians, who perceive immigrants as a 
source of economic problems and security. In this sense, one could highlight the need 
for a different “public discourse” on immigration that involves everyone, especially via 
schools, in line with that trait of “total social phenomenon” that migratory phenomena 
constitute.

Finally, it is important to mention the study “I and the others: young Italians in the 
vortex of change”, promoted by the Conference of Assemblies of the Regions, as part 
of the initiatives of the new Observatory of the Chamber of Deputies on phenomena 
of xenophobia and racism. The survey was conducted on a sample of 2,085 young 
people between 18 and 29 years of age in February 2010: according to the results of 
the surveys more than 45% of young Italians are xenophobic or racist, among whom 
there is a 15% Roma-Romanian-Albanian phobic. The most extreme profile of racism 
among young people, as it emerges from the survey, describes a person who flaunts 
superiority and a persistent need for power. He has openly homophobic attitudes, anti-
Semitic impulses, conviction of the inferiority of women. And he does not accept any 
race or ethnicity other than his own. A profile that affects 10.7% of young people, but 
extremely worrying. The survey defines this typology as that of subjects “marked by 
racism”.
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FONDAZIONE HALLGARTEN-FRANCHETTI 
CENTRO STUDI VILLA MONTESCA

METHODOLOGY  

Methodology of the desk research. For the desk research activities, the starting 
point has been an internal desk research, based on selection of results from projects 
previously carried out on similar topics by FCSVM as well as the identification of 
relevant internal papers and researches on similar topics. Then, the external research 
has been carried out exploiting online desk researches and government official data. 
The online desk research taken into account reliable sources as well as recent and 
updated literature on the topics, as described in the bibliography section. At the same 
time, the government official data has been used for the context analysis, referring 
to available reports from various Ministries and national institutional organisations. 
Where possible, collected national data has been matched with European sources - 
e.g. ISTAT and Eurostat data. If official data were not available, data from different 
organisations has been compared, thus assuring a credible and high quality level of 
findings. For the collection of relevant projects and practices on the topics, a selection 
has been made following the guidelines for the completion of the Report drafted by 
IO1 leader KMOP. 

Methodology of the field research. The data collected and the findings gathered 
through the desk research activities have been the basis for a further in-depth analysis 
composed by focus group with teachers and single interviews with other teachers, 
headmasters as well as relevant local, regional and National stakeholders. In particular, 
four headmasters from four secondary schools has been individually face-to-face 
interviewed on the topics of critical thinking, cultural diversity perception, continuing 
professional development and radicalisation among students. In addition, other two 
interviews have been conducted with teachers from two secondary schools. Then, a 
focus group has been realized in the FCSVM premises with the participation of five 
teachers from three secondary schools. At the same time, three stakeholders has been 
interviewed: the Councilor of Education Policies of Città di Castello Municipality; and 
two University professors (professor of legal data processing at Milano University, also 
coordinator of ISLC research center in Information Society Law and member of the 
Ethical Board of VOX-Pol Network of Excellence on Violent Online Political Extremism; 
and the President of the Philosophy Degree course at University of Perugia). On the 
whole, 14 stakeholders participated to the field research activities.

The schools involved for the field research are public secondary schools (3) and one 
charter school,  counting at least 2 243 students in total divided into 117 classes with 
360 teachers.  
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RESULTS 

Perception of diversity among students. The cultural, religious and other diversities 
among students are considered as relevant items by all the schools‘actors participating 
to the field research. Students with a migrant background (early arrived in Italy and/
or with migrant parents and/or non Italian and/or with a religious/cultural belief that 
diverge from the majority of the students) are from 6 to 15% of the total. Headmasters 
pointed out that the schools are inclusive environment and also oriented to the 
acceptance of any diversity. With this regard, some schools activated synergies with 
local authorities and professionals (e.g. psychologists, regional health centres) in order 
to detect and properly manage physical and psychological discomforts that students 
may experience. In addition, one school activated the „GLI“ (Gruppo Inclusione - 
Inclusion Group) composed by parents, students, teachers as well as school support 
staff and aimed at acting as a ‚bridge’ between students and school, discussing and 
debating issues related to inclusion and diversity. In general terms, students accept 
the diversity of their peers, classmates and friends, regardless the type - religious, 
cultural, sexual orientation, physical diversity. However, there is not the same degree 
of acceptance of diversity when the issue is more theoretical and with a general 
application.

Teachers explained that there is a difficulty among students in abstracting the issues 
and think about them in general terms. Headmasters reported that sometimes the 
students with different cultural and/or religious background self-exclude themselves 
from the other classmates and/or put in place behaviors that marginalize themselves 
from the group. This may be explained with the difficulties experienced by these 
students in developing their own identity and in aligning it to the perception they have 
of themselves in the different contexts (e.g. school, family, friends). It is a common 
understanding among teachers and headmasters that the acceptance of diversity is 
an ability that students acquire thanks to the good example of the whole Educating 
Community that surround them; it cannot be „teached“ nor „learned“ exclusively at 
school and its acquisition is enhanced by the unity of the educational proposal of the 
entire Educating Community.   

Critical thinking. There is a common understanding among teachers, headmasters and 
stakeholders about the general definition of critical thinking. It is considered as the 
ability to think rationally, without allowing feelings or opinions to affect the reasoning, 
to identify and evaluate arguments and to reflect on the justification of one’s own 
values and ideas. The majority of teachers and headmasters pointed out that the 
students developing critical thinking skills during the entire school cycle (from the 
preschool to secondary school and, potentially, to University) and the school system 
is able to support this kind of development. Differences in the application of critical 
thinking skills are present and the situation changes if considering students of the first 
two years or the ones of the last three years. At the same time, the situation changes 
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in relation to the type of secondary school taken into account: the technical schools 
experience a minor degree of critical thinking skills among the students if compared to 
high schools’ ones. This difference is mainly explained with regard to the subjects that 
are taught and their distribution during the 5-years cycle. For example, students that 
afford everyday philosophical and/or sociological subjects are able to easily and quickly 
develop critical thinking skills. Teachers pointed out that younger students are not able 
to critically deal with the main sources of information they use (that are TV and social 
medias) and are not able to examinate and evaluate the information in order to create 
their own way of thinking. A very useful tool for the acquisition of critical thinking skills 
among students is considered to be the peer education, and several schools activated 
projects and activities including this tool. The importance of peer education is mainly 
related to the mitigation of extreme point of view and/or behaviors by peers. Another 
tool considered to be really useful for enhancing critical thinking skills is the debate, 
that some schools are willing to propose as extra-curricular activity for students. This 
tool help them to take a position on a issue and at the same time motivate it arguing 
with others, respecting other point of views as well as fixed and shared rules among 
the group. 

In general terms, teachers of religion, humanities and social studies subjects have 
a privileged perspective on the application of critical thinking skills by students, 
because aspects such as express themselves freely, listen each other, feel free to 
change opinions, questioning about information received are basic requirements of 
these subjects. Headmasters underlined that the ability to check and verify sources 
of information, compare different channels as well as the ability to share point of 
views respecting the rules of the debate (formalities included) are key aspects for the 
development of critical thinking skills. 

CPD, Needs of the teachers in terms of critical thinking and providing students with 
it. Conflicts of opinions often occur in classrooms. Teachers said that in the majority 
of the conflicts, it is sufficient to act as a participating observer thus autonomously 
help students to mitigate their positions. Serious incidents related to extreme or strong 
opinions on sensitive issues (such as migration, gender, disability, different religious 
belief) intolerance or marginalization were not reported by headmasters. At the same 
time, episodes such as jokes and bullying occur in the classrooms. However, teachers 
and headmasters agree on the fact that schools have the right procedures as well as 
useful and effective tools to properly manage such situation in a smooth and effective 
way. In general terms, there are not formative actions specifically related to critical 
thinking skills’ acquisition for teachers in the participating schools. The schools, within 
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their three-year CPD plans for teachers, give priorities to issues such as integration, civic 
competences acquisition, global citizenship, inclusion and disability, social cohesion 
and prevention of youth discomfort. However, it is underlined by teachers that the CPD 
programmes related to such issues cannot disregard critical thinking and they would 
participate with interest in a CPD programme based on critical thinking skills acquisition 
and methodologies to provide students with it. Headmasters said that there is an 
urgent need of CPD programme on critical thinking. Dealing with students is an hard 
work, especially for old generation teachers that are more programme-oriented thus 
experiencing difficulties when face relatively new and sensitive issues in classrooms. 
There is the need to put the student at the center and make him/her co-author of 
the programmes, thus enhancing his/her ability to critically analyze the reality in an 
engaging way. Some headmasters pointed out that a useful CPD programme should 
involve also the other educational players, first of all families but also the non formal 
educators in order to be effective. One headmaster and one teacher pointed out that 
a support from external and third organisations might be useful, but only if it is in line 
with the pedagogical and educational policies and strategies already carried out by the 
school – it is necessary to avoid confusion among students.

Connection between critical thinking and prevention of radicalization.  During the 
focus group, teachers discussed a lot on the definition of radicalization. If it is intended 
as a violent expression of intolerance, all the teachers and headmasters agree that no 
episodes of radicalization occured in their classrooms and schools. If radicalisation is 
intended as a process, whereby youngsters adopt extremist belief systems with the 
aim of promoting an ideology, it has been reported that episodes of exclusion and 
progressive marginalisation occurred.  However, there is the general understanding that 
schools are inclusive and protective institutions, as well as a „controlled“ environment 
where the initial signs of radicalisation (such as exclusion and marginalisation) could 
be detected and quickly afforded. Some schools put in place procedures to take 
care of these signals, collaborating with local social and health services, police and 
local authorities, as well as forecast the presence of a psychological support directly 
within the school. The importance of the connection between critical thinking and 
radicalisation’s prevention has been recognized by teachers and headmasters: they 
think that enhancing the critical thinking abilities of students as well as making them 
free in express their opinion in a democratic and respective way is the first step for a 
general prevention of the radicalisation. A CPD course on this topic has been welcomed 
with interest by teachers, even if the problem of radicalisation is not well known and 
thus it is not considered as urgent.
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CENTRO PER LO SVILUPPO CREATIVO  
DANILO DOLCI 

METHODOLOGY 

CSC researchers drafted a contact list of teachers and schools who may have been 
interested in the project. Many contacts had been collected thanks to a dissemination 
event carried out in September by CSC and addressed to schools, teachers and 
headmasters for presenting the new projects in the field of School education, 
proposing the training offer for the new scholar year and inviting teachers to get 
involved according to the thematic they are most interested in.

The recruitment of teachers has been carried out also thanks to a newsletter sent for 
announcing the launch of the project as well as to articles and posts on CSC website 
and social media. 

Finally, further contacts of teachers, schools and stakeholders already involved in 
previous projects and initiatives have been used.

Basing on this contact list, a total of 17 schools have been contacted. 
Eventually, the field research carried out by CSC has involved a total of:

8 schools (7 public schools and 1 private)
13 teachers 
3 school leaders (2 from public schools and 1 from a private school)
2 stakeholders, a university professor of psychology and pedagogy and an expert 
of the local educational system, psychologist and representative of the Regional 
Scholar Office. 

People have been contacted via e-mail and phone calls. Focus groups have been 
organised almost once a week in our organisation. Other meetings have been organised 
directly in the schools, in order to meet the needs and availability of the teachers. 
In total, the research has been carried out through:

1 focus group with 4 teachers;
3 focus groups with 2 teachers each;
8 single interviews with 3 teachers, 3 school leaders and 2 stakeholders.

Focus groups and interviews have used the unstructured method of ‘guided 
conservations’ using the interview guide, agreed with the project’s partners which 
contain open-ended questions that can be asked in different order according to the 
progress of the conversation. 
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The researcher recorded the conversation and the data have been written up as a 
transcript and analysed in this document. 

RESULTS

The majority of teachers interviewed reported that, regardless of how students 
perceive diversity, they tend to absorb ideas and opinions from the Internet especially 
from social media without even reflecting on these ideas and therefore generally don’t 
demonstrate to have their own ideas. The tendency in the classes is to homologate the 
personal opinion to the group’s opinion.

All teachers agree on the fact that students seem to be misinformed about various 
current news and hot topics, such migration and gender related issues. They don’t 
know and don’t look for the sources of the information they hear or read, although 
they own all the necessary tools to search and compare news (smartphones, internet 
connection). 

Most of the interviewees think that the main channel for searching information is the 
Internet, particularly social media accessed through smartphones. Students have no 
comparison with external sources (example: they read news on Facebook, which are 
shared by people who belong to the same circle of friends). Unlike a newspaper article, 
news coming from the internet does not stimulate reflection.

For six of the teachers interviewed, family is another important source from which 
young people get information. Teachers can and must play a fundamental role as 
educators. Six teachers specified that most students tend to absorb the behaviour of 
adults, but this does not appear to be the result of an intentional dialogue.

Four teachers stated that girls tend to be more open-minded about than boys, especially 
regarding gender issues: boys often still talk about homosexuality as something 
unacceptable, also expressing extreme position (one teacher gave an example of a 
male student talking about homosexuality: “if my son was gay, I would kill him”). 

Three teachers stated that many of their students agree with death penalty and think 
that it should be introduced in the Italian legislation. 

Three teachers affirmed that their students perceive diversity mainly when talking 
about social status. 

Most of the teachers said that students are inclusive with foreign students, they show 
curiosity about new cultures and languages. Instead, two teachers from private school 
and three from public schools said that many students embraced far-right ideas against 
migrants, affirming that “immigrants are stealing our jobs”, but teachers underlined 
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once again that this opinion is mainly guided from what they hear on TV or they read 
on social media without verifying the truthfulness of the news. Two teachers of the 
public school said they had the same problem and solved it by involving students in a 
theatre project promoted by one NGO in Palermo about migration, where fake news 
have been unmasked. 

Another topic about which students show to have misinformed views is religion, 
especially related to Islam.

For teachers interviewed critical thinking is the ability to dialogue with others, to listen 
to each other, be able to grasp the stimuli that arise from confrontation with the other 
students. Critical thinking is also meant by five teachers as the effort not to stop at 
stereotypes, to ask oneself questions and not to accept the information as it is given to 
us (to search for the source, to ascertain its truthfulness). For one of the interviewees 
critical thinking is something you cannot teach but just stimulate in a transversal way 
when teaching every subject.

About the skills students need about critical thinking, teachers interviewed agreed that 
students have difficulties in dialogue (they are not able to find a common view after 
a debate), active listening, being involved in personal readings, finding and verifying 
sources of news. A teacher underline the difficulty of his students to question their own 
idea accepting different points of view, and this make the resolution of conflicts difficult 
to manage and be reached. Two teachers specified that students have difficulties in 
carrying out research. They use the Internet to copy and paste information but then 
they can’t explain and discuss the data found. One teacher underlined that students 
have difficulties with exercises given using the methods of the non-formal education, 
for example they have difficulties to solve an exercise that has no clear instructions but 
just some guidelines and tips.

Conflicts are dealt with by teachers trying to moderate, not to let out too much of their 
vision and allowing students to express their ideas, but never closing the debate by 
leaving a conflict open among students. 
Teachers try to support critical thinking in classroom in two ways: nine teachers said 
they support students soft skills through their work, thus using the subjects they 
teach, for example though literature and text analysis, conversation in English based 
on topical issues, group work, simulations, pros and cons, theatre of the oppressed; 
six of the interviewees by bringing in class moments of debate on latest news.  One 
teacher said he helps students in developing their critical thinking by making them 
study the Constitution. Two teachers help students by involving them in projects in 
which they need to carry out interviews, read books, perform theatre scenes. Theatre 
helps interaction between different groups and helps students who are shy or have 
disabilities to express themselves and be more included in the class. In particular, one 
teacher underlined that she has learned a lot during her experience abroad within an 
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Erasmus+ exchange for teachers; now she applies non formal education methodology 
while teaching, allowing students to discuss and dialogue in a positive way.
All teachers interviewed think that there is a link between critical thinking and 
radicalization; where there is more critical thinking there is less chance of radicalizing, 
because often radicalization arises from a need to belong to a group and students 
show difficulties to critically approach ideas but tend to homologate to the idea of the 
majority, instead. Also, critical thinking is important to prevent radicalisation because 
it helps to deconstruct stereotypes and to know and understand better the reality, 
since discrimination and hate arise from the lack of knowledge of what is perceived as 
“different”. 

All the teachers from public school interviewed said that Continuing Professional 
Development is not sufficient and often the training courses are held by trainers who 
are not up to the task and they use a passive teaching method. Teacher training should 
take place during working hours and should use and teach non-formal education 
methodology. The topics of the training offer is often not up to the date and not 
interesting, innovative and useful enough for giving an added value to the working 
practice of the teachers. 

Instead, two teachers from private school stated that in some cases, they may need 
the support of external specialized figures, such as psychologists. They have many 
good quality courses organized and selected by the school. On the other hand, two 
teachers from the public school said they already receive the help of an educational 
psychologist. 

On teachers’ needs regarding critical thinking teaching and prevention of radicalisation, 
three of participants said that teachers need to be more informed about the students’ 
world because there is a deep generation gap. One teacher underlined that what is 
more needed is to acquire skills in classroom management. Four teachers said they 
need to improve their empathy and psychological skills (how to address students, 
different language styles, etc). Five teachers said they need more time to meet and 
discuss with other teachers to build cohesion and to create a common view on sensitive 
issues. 

Four participants said they don’t need any specialized support, but they need 
associations and other external institutions (different from school) to be more present 
in schools to stimulate students’ curiosity.

One interviewee from private school and two teachers from public schools underlined 
that the education system should provide not only courses to develop intercultural 
skills for teachers, but also mandatory courses of Italian for foreign students. Also, it 
was suggested that schools should make sure that teachers of religions teach about 
different religions and not only about the Catholic one; this would already help 
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developing intercultural skills in students.
One of the experts interviewed expressed a positive view about the Italian education 
system regarding the soft skills students should have; indeed, the Italian school 
system, and therefore the local one, is particularly respectful of diversity and promotes 
inclusion. According to the expert, problems connected to the development of critical 
thinking are directly proportional to the capacity to accept the diversity of the other.
On the other side, another expert pointed out that although according to the regulatory 
framework the school programme is centred on critical thinking, when it comes to 
soft skills, such as those to citizenship, little is done, because teachers are often under 
pressure because of the need to finish the teaching programme. This pressure has 
been underlined also by the teachers interviewed.  

The two experts agree with the fact that we are living in the era of hyper connection, 
in which children are being continuously exposed to the use of mobile phones. But 
differently from reality, in the social networks’ world, there is an incorporeity in 
relationships between youngsters, without para-verbal and non-verbal communication, 
and face-to-face confrontation. Moreover, according to the experts, even if we are 
always connected and bombarded with a continuous flow of information and news, 
students are becoming more and more ignorant since they are not trained in critical 
thinking and they tend to absorb any information without reformulating and thus to 
believe immediately to everything they read or hear. Critical thinking is important 
especially in a world that is often made of fake news, voluntary distortions of facts or 
reality.

One of the experts said that to adapt the school system to a more critical thinking 
approach teachers need trainings and continuing professional learning that goes 
beyond traditional courses to acquire credits. It is necessary to establish a system of 
benefits for teachers who adopt innovative practices, and to change the systems of 
evaluation to help teachers in assessing students’ soft skills; one way can be to open up 
to cooperation with organizations of the third sector, even creating a register of valid 
associations and territorial agreements.

When talking about a set of skills that students may need to develop their critical 
thinking, one expert suggested starting from the 8 key competences of citizenship. It 
is suggested when training teachers to make them aware that if they want to promote 
transversal competences with students, they must gain them too.

According to both the experts interviewed, to support teachers in preventing 
radicalisation it is necessary to develop their intercultural competences, teaching 
them how to create a context of inclusion and positive interaction between students 
of different cultures. This is a way to prevent radicalization because exclusion and 
marginalization can become dangerous.



61

On the continuing professional development of teachers, the experts suggest investing 
in training teachers on promoting “reflection” in students: some teachers wrongly 
think that it is good to bombard students with information, but they should instead 
bring out information implicit in the interlocutors, for example using the reciprocal 
maieutic approach promoted by Danilo Dolci. Moreover, since the school is the place 
where students from all social classes and cultural backgrounds meet, moments of 
dialogue on topical issues should be promoted also among teachers.

According to all the three headmasters interviewed, teachers should be freed from 
the need to conclude the teaching programme at all costs and have the opportunity 
to promote other activities. Also, as underlined by one of the experts, teachers need 
to be trained in sharing knowledge with their students and not just to communicate 
them information. An headmaster of the public school interviewed noticed that, as 
previously said by one of the experts, teachers have as the only motivation their love 
for their students, they do not receive any financial benefits for the work they do 
beyond traditional teaching. Another headmaster of a technical school underlined the 
need of the school to be opened to initiatives and projects to go beyond the traditional 
subjects for helping students in developing soft skills and in general to approach the 
“real life”, addressing issues such as gender and racism. 

One of the basic skills that students should have is to know how to search for information 
and how to verify the source. Students need to improve their intercultural skills and 
ability to dialogue. To develop these competences, students need to be respected, to 
feel loved and study within a good and sharing environment.

The headmaster of one private school suggested cultural exchanges abroad between 
teachers. Also, as underlined by many teachers, students need more stimuli from the 
external world. One idea can be inviting at school people from the world of culture.
On continuing professional development, the headmaster of the public school 
confirmed a problem underlined by professors, there are many courses but sometimes 
trainers are not well qualified. The problem is not perceived in the private school since 
the trainers are chosen directly by the school.

The three headmasters think that there is a strong relation between critical thinking 
and the prevention of radicalisation since students tend to have few ideas created by 
the groups and shared by everyone without reflection. 

One headmaster of the public school interviewed suggested the use of technology 
to help students developing their critical thinking. Her school provides students 
with internet connection, informatic labs, digital whiteboards, virtual classes where 
students can confront also after school and where students create, together with 
teachers, online newspapers about their activities at school and can manage the 
school’s Facebook and Instagram pages.
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CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF RESULTS  

According to the findings collected during the desk research activities, also the field 
research demonstrate that radicalisation is not felt as a significant problem in Italy 
as in some other European countries as not significant attacks which can be linked 
with the violent extremism. Consequently, the school environment is not considered 
to be a place where radicalisation processes actually take place. In the schools involved 
there is a good level of inclusion between students and of acceptance of diversity, 
especially with reference to children with disabilities and with migrant background. 
Students show a high acceptance of what they directly know, and therefore there are 
no significant problems of marginalisation or discrimination. Nevertheless, some cases 
of bullying are detected.  

At the same time, schools are the mirror of our society and the re-emersion of far-right, 
right-wing extremisms and nationalisms in Italy shows these effects also in classrooms, 
where students demonstrate to perceive the reality in a dichotomic and sometimes 
confused way. 

This confusion is made more dangerous because we are living in an era of hyper-
connection, in which children are being continuously exposed to the use of mobile 
phones and computers, which mediate their direct contact with the reality, 
creating a filter that often distort and influence their way of approaching news, life 
and relationships. In fact, even if we are always connected and bombarded with a 
continuous flow of information and news, students are becoming more and more 
ignorant and passive receivers since they are not trained in critical thinking and they 
tend to absorb any information without reformulating them, or even question at all 
their truthfulness or possibility of existence of other point of views and thus to believe 
immediately to everything they read or hear. 

Therefore, even if radicalisation is not perceived as a major treat in Italy, its prevention 
is seen as fundamental, given the general climate of political and social extremization 
and propaganda, with the rise of racist episodes, homophobia, bullying and 
cyberbullying and the high exposure of youngsters to this era of hyper-connection with 
all the consequences it brings. 

As matter of fact, in Italy there are not relevant services for the prevention of violent 
radicalisation in schools. However, dealing with marginalisation and self-exclusion 
by components of minorities within the classrooms is a daily work for teachers, 
school staff, headmasters and all the educational players having a role in the psycho-
physical development of young people. Some schools put in place “listening services” 
offering psychological support, others create synergies with relevant local authorities 
and services to properly manage episodes like these. More or less all the schools 
participating to the field research in both areas covered by the two Italian partners, 
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participate in projects aimed at enhancing civic competences and European values 
of tolerance and diversity acceptance that are considered as fundamental pillars for 
a general prevention of extremism and violent behaviours. Teachers and experts 
consider fundamental the cooperation with third-sector organisations and NGOs for 
promoting innovative ways for involving students and teachers in training on these 
topics, and believe that non-formal education is an effective tool to engage students.
School staff considers that marginalisation and exclusion lead for sure to radicalisation, 
if intended as a condition in which young people gradually adopt an extreme belief 
system with the aim of promoting an ideology. 

With regard to CPD for teachers, that in Italy is compulsory, continuing and structural, 
each teacher is free to attend courses, choosing them on a web-based platform - Sofia. In 
addition each school, according to the priorities indicated by the Ministry of Education 
in the National Training Plan and in line with the principle of the autonomy, defines 
its own educational offer for teachers, selecting projects and courses. Headmasters 
quoted projects on how to deal with bullying and cyberbullying, how to enhance social 
and civic competences among teachers and students. This is in line with the findings 
collected during the desk research, considering that in Italy the role for critical thinking 
is linked to the competence-based education and, in particular, to the acquisition of 
citizenship and global citizenship competences. 

Teachers from public school interviewed by CSC said that the training offer for 
Continuing Professional Development in their area is not sufficient and often the 
training courses are held by trainers who are not up to the task and they use a passive 
teaching method. The situation with the private school is, on the contrary, much more 
positive regarding this point. 

Some teachers and headmasters consider the debate as a useful tool for the acquisition 
and development of critical thinking skills among students and are interested in 
attending CPD courses on how to organize, manage and make effective debate 
sessions with students. Teachers already uses different way to support the critical 
thinking of their students in their daily work on different subjects through group 
work, simulations, reflection about pros and cons, moments of debate on latest news. 
Another methodology identified as particularly effective is theatre because enhance 
the inclusion and cooperation between students. 

No courses specifically aimed at the development of critical thinking skills among 
teachers have been attended by teachers so far within the schools taken into account 
for the field research, but headmasters agree on the importance and relevance of this 
topic. Teachers also pointed out the need of training related to classroom management 
and conflict management & resolution. 



64

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

The most important findings of the field research are summarized as follows: 

Students are familiar with the acceptance of diversity within the educational 
environment, experiencing every day the presence of “other” .

Students are able to deal with diversity if referred to their peers – classmates, 
friends. There is a slight difference in their feelings when approaching more abstract 
issues such as migration and sexual orientation from a theoretical point of view or 
regarding people they don’t know directly. 

Radicalisation is not experienced as an urgent matter to deal with, even if some 
preliminary signals of exclusion and marginalisation are experienced by students 
belonging to minorities and, generally, some cases of bullying and discrimination 
occur.

Main topics/sensitive issues toward which students show to have more “extreme” 
positions, stereotypes and misinformed views are: gender, racism/migration, 
religious and cultural practices,  death penalty (and more in general rights & 
citizenship). 

Critical thinking skills are developed by students thanks to the daily work of the 
teachers who do it with specific interventions and methods but also as a general 
approach in their work practice. Nevertheless, specific interventions and trainings 
are needed since students show to lack some of these skills, especially the ability to 
argument and motivate their choices on sensitive issues; to be open to other points 
of views, to question their own visions and perspectives. 

Particularly relevant it the need for the students to learn how to approach news 
from TV and internet, how to research for information, referring to multiple sources, 
critically analyzing them, re-elaborate data collected and discuss them, verity the 
trustfulness of different source of information and create critically their opinion. 

Teachers are aware of the importance of critical thinking skills and consider them 
as a prerequisite for any activities – both those embedded in the educational offer 
and the extra-curricular ones.

Teachers are not specifically trained on critical thinking, but the existing CPD offer 
includes topics (such as the acquisition of global citizenship competences) that are 
encompassed by critical thinking. 
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The schools taken into account represent a valid sample for the field research because 
there are high schools, professional and technical institutes, both public and private 
ones. At the same time, professors involved teach subjects that varies from Religion 
to History, from Philosophy to Physical Education thus representing a wide range of 
subjects and a good perspective for the research. One possible limitation of the field 
research may be the lack of school supporting staff and students’ participation.  

On the basis of the responses of participants, herewith follows some recommendations 
on skills to be delivered through the CPD programme:

Skills that improve the ability of teachers to deal with mixed and heterogeneous 
groups of students

Skills that fully exploit the potential of the social media that students use and 
more in general to correctly approach news and opinions they get in contact with, 
finding and verifying sources of news in a way that enhance the critical thinking and 
promote diversity as a value.

Skills on how to avoid the so called “selective listening” when approaching sensitive 
issues in the classroom 

Skills and knowledge to support students in deconstruct stereotypes and misinformed 
views about sensitive topics such as racism, gender, rights and citizenship, religion 
and cultural practices.  

Skills to support students in improve their capability of dialogue, expressing and 
argumenting opinions, active listening, accepting different points of view and finally 
a common view after a debate.

Skills about the management of debate sessions with students (taking into account 
their age and the differences existing among them) in particular on how to improve 
their argumentation ability

Skills to manage conflicts of opinion between students and to restore them. 

Emotional intelligence and empathy to address students and positively work with 
them.
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ABSTRACT   

The research at stake has the aim to analyse the context and the practices in regard to 
the prevention of and the fight against radicalisation in Germany, to report the views 
and the actual needs of teachers and school educators in this regard, and to identify 
best practices and innovative successful methodologies. 

First, the research analysis on the social consequences of the recent influx of refugees 
and the violent acts connected to extremism, in particular in relation to the public 
perception and the reaction within the school context. It presents the main political 
and financial initiatives of the Federal and the National Governments to prevent 
radicalisation and highlights the discrepancy between theory and practice as 
highlighted by the various schools involved in the survey. 

Then, it tries to identify the major causes leading to radicalisation among youngsters 
and confirms that critical thinking competences are key in preventing any form of 
extremism. At the same time, it highlights how such competences are almost not 
considered in the federal and national policies as well as in the training courses offered 
to teachers. 

Finally, it analyses the weaknesses of the current German CPD system and courses 
for teachers and school educators, recommending shifting the focus on innovative, 
flexible and highly adaptable resources and tested methodologies.

INTRODUCTION

OVERVIEW OF THE CURRENT NATIONAL SITUATION 

Germany has experienced an influx of refugees from the Middle East and North Africa 
in recent years, with more than 44% originating from Syria, Iraq, and Nigeria. Overall, 
1,390,000 refugees have registered in Germany between January 2015 and March 
2018 and, at its pick in 2016, Germany processed approximately 746,000 asylum 
applications .

Since 2014 the Federal Criminal Police has identified Islamist terror attacks as the main 
threat in Germany. Data from April 2018 estimate 25,810 followers of Islamism or 
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Islamist terrorism living in the country and approximately 760 of them are considered 
capable of violent attacks. 

In 2016 German authorities have warned that asylum seekers are at risk for 
radicalization by domestic Salafist jihadists. Indeed, even though the Jihadists’ 
departures have decreased consistently, more and more people in Germany affiliate 
themselves to Salafism, which is considered a major threat also when it is non-violent. 
In fact, their extremely traditionalist religious understanding of the world is opposed 
to most democratic values.  Domestic Salafist jihadists are currently estimated to be 
10,800, 54% more than in 2014 .  

On a smaller scale, Germany has experienced also other forms of extremism, such 
as ultra-right and far-left. According to the Federal Office for the Protection of the 
Constitution , although there are still assaults against refugee accommodations, far-
right extremist violence has decreased by 34%, mainly due to the deterring practices 
of German courts, which have imposed longer prison sentences for far-right crimes.  In 
2017 Germany also experienced a small raise of far-left attacks, however such raise is 
correlated to the protests against the G20 in Hamburg . 

Data and public announcements reflect people’s perception, indeed in a survey 
conducted in September 2018 by an insurance company it appears that 59% of Germans 
are worried about terrorist attacks, and 63% feel that federal authorities risk to be 
overwhelmed by refugees and are afraid of the increasing tensions with foreigners .

RISK FACTORS TOWARDS YOUTH RADICALISATION
 
Research and evidence have shown that it is not possible to define precise causes and 
factors leading to radicalisation, indeed radicalised persons may greatly differ from 
one another, come from different social backgrounds and follow different patterns in 
life. . However, what can have profound implications, as well as risks, especially among 
young people is how the question of belonging and the process of identity building is 
developed and influenced. Germany, has not considered itself an immigration country 
until recently and aspects such as nationality and belonging can still be questioned even 
if one is born in Germany. This is especially true for Muslim youths who are often asked 
whether they adhere to the sharia or the German laws and Constitution . Although 
family and society are two strong influencing factors, schools can play a crucial role in 
the process of identity building since classrooms are usually very globalised, composed 
of young people coming from different religious, cultural and social backgrounds and 
should represent a place of encounter, exchange and discussion.  

It is true that only a small percentage of radicalised young people actually decide to 
pursue their means through violence but many adolescents and young adults can 
support ideas that go against the values of a democratic society and this represents a 
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major threat as well. Therefore, education should have the aim to build resilience and 
a positive sense of belonging among young people, teachers should use an inclusive 
language, especially towards those students with a migrant background and avoid 
defining particular students as representatives of a certain religious, ethnic or cultural 
group .

STATISTICS ON THE RECENT INCIDENTS ABOUT RADICALISATION IN 
THE COUNTRY

The most recent incident occurred on the 1st of January 2019: a German man 
intentionally drove his car into a group of people celebrating the New Year in the cities 
of Bottrop and Essen. He wounded eight people, including a four years old child, seven 
of them were from Syria and Afghanistan, one was German-Turk. The driver has been 
charged with multiple counts of attempted murder and suspected of hate crime since 
he expressively stated that he wanted to kill foreigners. Authorities treated the case as 
terror attack and they interestingly compared the perpetrator to “lone wolf” Islamist 
terrorists.  

The highest number of right-wing motivated criminal acts occurred in 2016, in 
conjunction with the pick of asylum applications: 3768 extreme right-wing based 
attacks against centres for asylum seekers were registered (subclassified into physical 
assaults, arson attacks and others).  

For what Islamic extremism is concerned, since 2001 there have been 40 Jihadist 
terrorist plots and attacks in Germany that caused 14 victims. In 2016, Germany 
suffered five terrorist attacks, all of which are linked to ISIS.  The attack at the Christmas 
market in Berlin was the most notorious, where an Islamist terrorist drove a truck into 
the crowd killing 12 people and injuring other 48 persons.  

OVERVIEW OF THE RELEVANT LEGAL FRAMEWORK 

Germany is divided into 16 federal states, each of them with its own Prime Minister, 
Ministry of Interior and Ministry of Social Affairs. The main actors involved in Countering 
and Preventing Violent Extremism (CVE & PVE) are the Federal Ministry of Interior, the 
Federal Ministry for Family Affairs, Senior Citizens, Women and Youth, and the state-
level ministries of interior and social affairs. There is no formal national strategy on 
CVE & PVE but only a common framework of guidelines since the federal government 
cannot force States to adopt all its policies. Indeed, the local approach is considered 
more functional than a federal approach since it can be better tailored to the local 
peculiarities . On this line, since 2012 several counselling centres for radicalised persons 
and their families have been established at local level. 
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In 2015, the federal social ministry initiated an extensive funding program called 
“Demokratie Leben!” (Live Democracy) to counter right-wing and Islamist extremism, 
with an important budget for 2019 of 115 million euros , which underlines how the 
responsibility for CVE & PVE is shifting more and more from the ministries of interior 
(secret services and police) to the federal and state ministries of social affairs. 
In late 2017 the Federal Ministry for social affairs launched an additional funding 
program specifically dedicated to projects aiming at preventing radicalisation in schools 
. The projects are to be conducted through the Migrational Youth Services , which are 
connected to the schools but managed by civil society organisations. 

To sum up, national governments support the prevention and the de-radicalisation 
through an approach that aims at increasing resilience in local communities.  

OVERVIEW AND EVALUATION OF DEVELOPMENT AND 
IMPLEMENTATION OF PREVENTION OF RADICALISATION INCIDENTS 
IN SCHOOLS

The National Prevention Programme against Extremism launched in 2018 has a budget 
of 100 million euros to be invested in combating Islamist Extremism. Part of the funds 
will be allocated to local communities and part will also be used to prevent online 
radicalisation. The current government, the “grand coalition” also updated in 2017 the 
National Action Plan against Racism and reduced from 16 to 14 the minimum age for 
monitoring by the intelligence services. Elements of such plan refer to education and 
in particular, political education. However, the main political opponents have criticised 
both plans since they lack concrete proposals for action . 

Schools often perceive the same discrepancy between theory and practice. In fact, 
democracy building is included in the curriculum and emphasised by federal and state 
authorities but it generally copes with the actual possibilities within the school routine. 
Germany’s curriculum is highly streamlined and teachers usually have difficulties in 
finding time to include activities related to democracy building and socio-emotional 
development. Also, schools often have insufficient personnel resources and teachers 
are at the limits of their endurance . 

As a consequence, most of the prevention activities are carried out by civil society 
organisations.  Associations such as Violence Prevention Network , DEVI (Verein für 
Demokratie und Vielfalt und beruflicher Bildung)  or ufug (Arabic for “horizon”)  try 
to reach young people to draw their attention to radicalisation processes. They all 
use different strategies to reach and support pupils and teachers through workshops, 
support services or information platforms and materials. Their role is prominent in 
comparison to other European countries, especially thank to the decentralised funding 
opportunities that have the aim to act on the local level in order to better react to local 
contexts. 
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OVERVIEW OF POLICY AND PRACTICE ON CONTINUING 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

In Germany teachers have a duty to undergo in-service training, as laid down in all 
States by law or ordinance. The Ministry of Education and Cultural Affairs of each State 
(the teachers’ employer) is responsible to provide the training programmes. In-service 
teacher training may be organised at central, regional or local level as well as within 
schools. In the latter case the training is essentially organised by the school itself. 
Churches and other non-public organisations, such as foreign cultural associations, 
may offer training also. Moreover, universities and higher education institutions offer 
courses for further studies that entail a final examination . 

The topics of the training deal mainly with the inclusion or integration of students with 
disabilities, general and school pedagogy, didactics, intercultural learning and new 
technology. Prevention of radicalisation is a rather young discipline in Germany and 
to be effective teachers’ training should include prevention strategies and promote 
migration-specific skills. This would be particularly useful when a teacher find him/
herself in a globalised classroom where skills related to religion and democracy building 
are essential . 

Due to the fact that each federal state coordinates and controls its own Continuing 
Professional Development, the respective offers and their use are recorded differently. 
In addition, the providers and organisers of these training courses are largely state-
owned enterprises and private enterprises have a very small share. This means that 
new training topics and methods are offered primarily - or almost exclusively - by state 
enterprises.  

OVERVIEW OF CRITICAL THINKING TEACHING METHODS

A critical thinking teaching method related to preventing and combating violent 
extremism that is worth mentioning is called “Extreme Dialogue” . It is a web platform, 
co-funded by the European Union that was piloted in Germany for the first time in 
November 2018. The platform offers free educational resources in different languages 
and formats. The methodology is based on true stories, real-life experiences and 
emotional intelligence, in particular it hosts short films about people affected by 
different forms of extremism that can be shown in classrooms to trigger discussions in 
a safe environment. Indeed, through the help of critical thinking skills the students can 
experience the feelings and the thoughts they would have if approached by extremists 
and recruiters and be able to recognise them as well as to reflect upon them with the 
support of an educator. 

In addition, critical thinking has always been part of classroom teaching. The level and 
intensity of critical thinking varies over time and the government’s requirements. 
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However, “how” critical thinking is actually implemented in the curriculum is left up 
to each school. The general methods range from initiated discussions to role plays. In 
detail, individual elements of the teaching material are placed directly in the context 
of critical thinking, such as in case studies.  

OVERVIEW OF PROJECTS, RESEARCH AND REPORTS

According to the most recent data available , 44 national pilot projects aiming to prevent 
religiously-motivated radicalisation are funded by the German government and out of 
those 44 pilot projects more than a quarter are, at least partially, implemented in the 
context of education institutions . Two that are worth mentioning are:

Clearingverfahren und Case Management: Prävention von gewaltbereitem 
Neosalafismus und Rechtsextremismus (Clearing procedure and case management: 
prevention of violent neo-Salafism and right-wing extremism). Launched in 2016 it 
aims at stopping radicalisation, it is currently set up in six schools. 

A Practitioner’s Guide on Preventing Radicalisation in Schools (November 2016). 
The handbook provides a list of “challenges” about political and religious beliefs 
that may arise in a classroom and practical examples of answers and actions. Also, 
it provides a checklist of indicators of radicalisation.  

These projects, together with the Extreme Dialogue platform, are major new anti-
radicalization initiatives launched in German schools and in the coming years it will be 
possible to analyse the results.

METHODOLOGY 

Ten teachers and two headmistresses, covering a total of 9 different German schools 
have been involved in the field research through individual interviews carried out in 
March 2019. In addition, contact was established with key stakeholders. 

In order to capture a picture of the German school system as complete and 
comprehensive as possible, the following elements were taken into consideration 
during the interviews: 

All types of public schools have been covered (related to the specificities of the 
German education system);

The school types compared with each other cover the same or a similar class level; 

All social and cultural strata have been covered as far as possible. 
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The layout of all the interviews had the same basic structure (based on the questionnaire 
developed by the project partners) but in order to give the teachers the opportunity 
to explain the context and the relevant facts from their point of view, it was necessary 
that they were given certain freedoms. This led to separate red lines in the interviews 
and only some slight corrections were needed on the part of the interviewer. 

The selection of the ten teachers interviewed and the two headmistresses was made 
through direct and personal contact. This was mainly because an official request for 
an interview would have been much more bureaucratic and would have taken much 
longer. 

The contact with the most important interest groups took a longer process, because 
the establishment of contact and the search for an appointment - influenced by 
bureaucracy and paperwork - was time-consuming and difficult. 

In all interviews, notes were taken instead of recordings to give teachers the opportunity 
to speak freely and to feel a comfortable atmosphere. 

RESULTS 

On the subject of diversity, we found that although there are different types of schools, 
the answers and perceptions are mostly the same. German schools deal with diversity 
at different levels: there are schools that have integration and inclusion classes (as an 
external input), other schools which have students coming from different backgrounds 
(social, cultural), and schools with an own agenda/philosophy about diversity. Also, all 
these elements can be found in the same school at the same time. 

One of the teachers is working at a school for pupils with a socially disturbed background. 
Socially affected means that these pupils come from problematic backgrounds such 
as disturbed family life, poor living conditions, migration background and/or violent 
environment. He has noticed that:  “Our pupils have a backpack on their shoulders 
filled with problems of migration, gender or social origin (etc.), which should make 
them open-minded - which they are - but their own view works differently. First they 
have prejudices against someone or something, but they only need a short moment 
and listen to arguments to overcome this situation.” This means that diversity or the 
perception of diversity is a process that can be developed in a short time. 

Of course there are exceptions, especially for the growing right-wing way of thinking. 
However, most students are “clever” enough to avoid or hide this problem at school, 
as one teacher pointed out. Nevertheless, some teachers have found that tolerance 
towards others is diminishing. The way to identify best practices is not easy, because 
teachers want every student to have the same opportunity to speak freely and express 
their own opinions, but at the same time extreme views and opinions must be treated 
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appropriately. 

The tolerance that goes hand in hand with diversity is also linked to knowledge. It is 
difficult for students to separate the teacher’s opinion from the statements of others, 
so that the teacher must explicitly point this out. 

A major issue that most of the teachers observed is that the pupils’ behaviour can 
change quickly when students are in class and when they are outside of the school area 
(where the school rules are no longer apply). This means that, even if the classroom 
reflects the mainstream of society, the influence and recognition of teachers is reduced 
to the school grounds. 

The teachers’ statements on critical thinking all lead in the same direction. In summary, 
critical thinking is conceived as the ability to look at facts from different angles, question 
things, understand arguments and apply them. It is the potential to think outside the 
box and to constantly broaden one’s perception of oneself and one’s environment. 
One of the most important assertions was that the view of things “is not blindly adapted, 
but questioned”. This also means that self-reflection or the process of observing and 
separating one’s own opinion is directly linked to critical thinking. 

This definition is directly related to the way these teachers see their work. For them, 
it is part of their job description to teach students the meaning of critical thinking in a 
subject and beyond. 

In order to give more foundation to this perspective, it is important to demonstrate to 
the students such work attitude in their daily teaching environment. 

From the stakeholders’ point of view, critical thinking is an important aspect. “However, 
over the past decades it has become more and more difficult to integrate critical 
thinking into the teaching guidelines - which has been made more difficult both in 
terms of time and content. Above all because critical thinking is not relevant to the 
exam.”

The way students select specific sources or filter news and information is almost 
directly linked to the way they form their own opinions. There is a nearly invisible filter 
bubble which is characterised by friends, peer groups and family. One of the teachers 
described the process as follows: “Someone in the group presents information via 
Twitter, Instagram, Facebook or Whatsapp and everyone else accepts it without 
checking the information.” The trust and/or influence of the person providing the 
information will override any filter and its function. This is also due to the fact that by 
passing on the information, the presented opinion becomes one’s own opinion and 
any kind of objectivity is lost. 
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The extent to which this process actually influences critical thinking on information 
received may also depend on the type of school. 
In this context, age, school type and subject influence the range of different behaviours. 
Students from higher education rarely need a teacher to moderate the discussion. Only 
in situations of imbalance - one against the rest of the class - the teacher may need to 
maintain balance. And this is where the situation needs to be well managed, because 
“even a radical or extreme perspective should be heard, not stopped”. 
Unfortunately, the use of discussion areas in connection with educational level/interest 
is decreasing. The willingness or the interest to share opinions is sometimes low and 
the teacher has to bring in the input to raise again the interest of the class. To get to 
the point: In some classes the teacher has to motivate the students before he can even 
start teaching. 

A number of competences are needed in this context. However, the perspective on this 
issue is different. Depending on the type of school in which teachers are employed, 
they are encouraged by the relevant state education authority to develop and use 
certain competences. However, this specification refers only to the term and not to an 
appropriate content - which is ultimately in the hands of the teacher. In the words of a 
teacher, this means that: “some specifications largely determine the action... except for 
the implementation in the classroom, which takes a lot of time and is actually missing.” 
Of course competences are required, but since there is no standardised developed and 
structured methodology and taxonomy - a common language - each school has to find 
its own way to cope. 

At this point, a stakeholder points out that “competences are a particularly important 
factor in selecting and verifying information down to its structure”.

Conflicts of opinion are an important instrument of teaching. Some teachers trigger 
conflicts on purpose to bring input into the classroom so that students can think, get 
out of their comfort zone and participate in a discussion. 

But there are also conflicts that are triggered by students who need to be guided by 
teachers, such as a radical statement by one student that encourages the other class 
members to react as a unit against it. Since freedom of expression also takes place in 
the classroom, it is important that everyone is heard. Even if the way of speaking and 
the content can be extreme. “As teachers,” one of them says, “it is their job to give 
everyone the opportunity to do so. But at the same time it is absolutely necessary 
to provide facts, arguments and knowledge that every student is able to think 
critically about. This even means that the teacher must take the opposite part of the 
discussion.” But this balance is weak on the ground because teachers are questioned 
from all directions (students, colleagues, parents and the public). In addition, it is 
becoming increasingly common for students not to be able to distinguish between the 
reproduction of a statement by other people and the teacher’s personal statement. 
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The methods and techniques that help students become aware of critical thinking and 
developing it are diverse, but ultimately the use in the classroom is limited by: the type 
of school, the age and the interest of the students. 
This is why one of the schools changed and adapted its school philosophy at the 
beginning of the 90s. “Since this is something that cannot be started from the classroom, 
the school philosophy can be a beginning”, a teacher explained. They added a UNSECO 
curriculum (with the aim of including the following four areas in the classroom: human 
rights, acceptance by others, environmental protection and the fight against poverty 
and misery). 

Each teacher has his/her own way of explaining things and contributing to the 
classroom to encourage critical thinking. There are always some teachers who work 
with less ambition to make students think, but all the teachers surveyed were very 
committed. However, even with a positive attitude there are some things that teachers 
feel as out of their reach. In fact, some teachers observed that even extreme inputs 
(from different subject areas) still do not arouse students’ interest. New or different 
methods and techniques are therefore urgently needed to motivate students and 
encourage engagements. 

Of course, the school system in Germany is a changing system, which is and must be 
adapted at regular intervals. Different internal and external factors should be taken 
into consideration with the aim to generate an evolving education. This means that 
traditional forms of teaching must be adapted and re-used. The German system works 
like a top-down system, and this is where most teachers want to change something. 
The newly introduced methods and topics must also be retroactively adaptable and 
changeable by the teachers. To put it bluntly: the usability test does not seem to be 
part of this equation. 

All teachers agree that the connection between critical thinking and the prevention of 
radicalisation does not need another word.  Because it is obvious that critical thinking 
is the gateway to become aware of diversity, to develop openness towards new and 
different things and to have the opportunity to exchange different opinions. 
As one teacher remarked, critical thinking “can also be seen as an antidote to 
radicalisation.” Sensitisation is trained and the student tends to perceive different 
perspectives. The role of the teacher therefore goes beyond the actual school subject. 
The question of “how”, i.e. the right techniques and methods or materials, is the real 
challenge. 

The support is necessary, even if there are already many training courses. The type 
of support that is actually needed varies from school to school (e.g. in the form of 
material or courses on methods and techniques) and is therefore individual. 
Many stakeholders are realising that far-flung training courses that run over a longer 
period of time or involve a great deal of additional effort are increasingly less frequently 
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attended by teachers and are therefore considered to make little sense. However, 
they also note that training that is better adapted to the teacher should be further 
developed. 

As already mentioned, each federal state has its own central state education authority 
(e.g. in the federal state of Lower Saxony divided into 12 competence centres ). These 
make up the majority of the continuing education offers for teachers. 
But the content of some of these training courses is “not always useful”, as some 
teachers mentioned. The focus is mainly on the content, but teachers often want well-
functioning methods and techniques - and above all methods that have already been 
tested and established for quality and functionality. In the context of radicalisation, 
there is so far no course, project or further training yet. However, some teachers have 
deliberately pointed out that training courses that are individually designed would 
bring much more than general events. 

CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF RESULTS 

The results of the field research tend to reflect the general findings of the desk research. 
No major discrepancy can be identified. 

In particular, the data from the 2018 glh (Centre for Strategy and Leadership) survey 
reported increased uncertainty among the German population about terrorism , which 
manifested itself in concerns about others. This, in turn, is confirmed by the perception 
of teachers in the classroom in the form of a decrease in student tolerance. Teachers are 
also experiencing a decline in pupils’ interest in participating in debates and listening 
to the views of others, especially when they are different from their own. This could be 
at least partially connected to the increased diversity in classrooms (religious, social, 
cultural, ethnic background) and to the high attention that national media give to the 
terrorist threat and the refugee flux. Indeed, teachers observe a rise in the right-wing 
way of thinking of part of the students. 

Then, as described in the Desk Research, teachers are not able to identify an exact 
profile or background of a young person at risk of radicalisation, as the risk factors can 
vary greatly, but they agree that the inner circle of family, friends and society in which 
they live are the most important factors influencing the process of identity formation. 
Schools play a fundamental social role in promoting democratic exchange and building 
an identity based on tolerance and respect, but most teachers find that the attitudes 
of certain individuals can change significantly when students are off school, where of 
course teachers and educators are powerless. 

For this reason, the approach adopted by the federal government (programs such as 
“Demokratie leben - Live Democracy”)  seems relevant and appropriate, which is to 
provide decentralized funding aimed at operating at the local level. The actual goal 
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is to strengthen and support the local community. On the basis of this approach, civil 
society organisations, especially in comparison to other European countries, receive 
good financial support and implement a considerable number of prevention measures 
to support and (at least ideally) compensate for work in schools. 

A negative point, that was already pointed out in the desk research and confirmed by 
teachers interviewed, is that there is a discrepancy between theory and practice. In 
fact, the construction of democracy is included in every school plan and is emphasized 
by federal and state authorities, but direct implementation and application in everyday 
school life is usually limited. Indeed, the national governments are able to list a 
considerable amount of funds, policies and initiatives on the prevention of and the 
fight against extremisms but specific and very concrete problems at the school level 
still need to be tackled appropriately. The type of school, the age and the interest of 
the students are peculiarities that can limit the implementation of national general 
recommendations and that must be taken into consideration any time an action is 
envisaged. 

A difference that can be found between the desk research and field research is related 
to the importance given to critical thinking techniques and approach. Indeed, only 
a singular, very recent and localised initiative based on critical thinking to prevent 
and combat radicalisation in German schools was found, while all the teachers 
interviewed identified critical thinking as the key to prevent any form of extremism. In 
fact, all teachers described critical thinking as the antidote to radicalisation: the ideal 
methodology to foster openness and acceptance of diversity. It is therefore important 
that the development of critical thinking competences is given the right consideration 
also in the drafting of major national policies and strategies. The real challenge, 
however, is how to help teachers develop critical thinking skills among their students, 
especially from a very practical point of view of materials, tools and resources that will 
then be adapted to the particularities of the school, age and student group. It should 
be noted that teacher educational offers are almost entirely managed by the state. 
Private providers have limited access to this market and must have long experience in 
this field. 

All teachers agree that also extreme views should be heard and questioned but at the 
same time denounce a lack of practical tools and especially tested quality methods and 
best practices to do so. 

As identified in the desk research and confirmed by the teachers involved in the field 
research, the prevention of radicalisation is a rather young discipline in Germany, 
therefore, there are no CPD training for teachers on it yet. Besides this lack, what is 
important to highlight is that teachers find the CPD training courses as not always 
useful. This is mainly because the focus of the courses is usually on the content, while 
teachers would rather need methodologies. Also, traditional forms of teaching must 
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be modified and adapted to current challenges and classroom characteristics (such as 
high heterogeneity). The German CPD system for teachers and educators works like a 
top-down system, and this is where most teachers want to change something. In fact, 
methods and topics taught in these courses shall then be changeable and adaptable 
to the specific context each teacher finds him/herself in and to the type of support 
his/her school needs. Moreover, to be effective, teachers’ training should include 
prevention strategies and promote migration-specific skills.

Finally, the following findings of the field research deserve special attention:
First, all teachers consider crucial how information is filtered and received by students. 
The way students select specific sources or filter news and information is almost 
directly linked to the way they form their own opinions. On this regard, social media 
are the major channel used by school pupils to find and share news and information. 
Moreover, on the basis of the teachers’ experience, the trust and/or influence of the 
person providing the information will override any other filter. 

Very much connected to this last point, is the perceived authority of the teachers 
themselves. Indeed, the way the teacher is perceived by students highly affects the 
weight and consideration they will give to his/her views during class discussions. 

Therefore, it would be extremely useful for teachers if CDP courses include as well 
topics and methodologies on new media, and more specifically on how to help 
students to filter news, identify fake news, verify sources of information and (in strong 
connection with critical thinking competences), form personal opinions on facts and 
statements they come across. 

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

The most important findings of the desk and field research in Germany can be 
summarised in the following points:

In recent years, Germany has experienced an influx of refugees from the Middle 
East and North Africa, and Islamist terrorist attacks have been identified as one 
of the greatest threats in Germany since 2014. Also, there has been an increase 
of people affiliated to Salafism, which is considered a major threat also when it is 
non-violent due to its extremely traditionalist religious understanding of the world. 
On a smaller scale, Germany has experienced also other forms of extremism, such 
as ultra-right and far-left. For what the public perception is concerned, more than 
50% of Germans are worried about terrorist attacks and are afraid of the increasing 
tensions with foreigners. This is reflected also in schools, where teachers report 
a decreased sense of tolerance and a rise of right-wing way of thinking among 
students. 
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It is not possible to identify a precise profile of a young person at risk of radicalisation, 
however school and education have a crucial role in the process of identity building. 
The Federal and National Governments have allocated a considerable amount of 
funds and launched projects to prevent and combat extremism, however schools 
denounce a discrepancy between theory and practice. Indeed, it is important to 
provide schools and teachers with practical tools and methodologies that can be 
tailored and adapted to their specific context and needs.

Critical thinking is considered to be an antidote to radicalization. All teachers 
involved in research agree on the importance of this competence and demand 
concrete instruments and methods to teach it in their classrooms. 

CPD training courses for teachers have a top-down approach and very much focused 
on the content of the selected topics. For these reasons teachers find them not 
always useful since they would rather need practical resources, innovative, flexible 
and up-do-date methodologies that can be highly adapted to their context. 

A limitation of the research that should be pointed out is related to the actual impact 
of the projects and the initiatives to combat and prevent radicalisation in schools. Since 
they are all extremely recent most data and results are not available yet and it has not 
been possible to identify factors of success or failure. 

On the basis of the responses of the participants of the field research, we make the 
following recommendations in regard to the CPD courses for teachers and school 
educators: 

To consider learning path that can be individualised, highly adaptable and 
transferrable to the actual needs of the teacher, the school and the context. In 
general, to review the top-down approach in the selection and the curriculum of 
the CPD courses. 

To focus less on content knowledge and more on practical tools, resources, material 
and tested methodologies that teachers can apply according to their context and 
needs. 

To include tools and methodologies to transfer critical thinking competences, since 
they are considered crucial in the actual prevention of radicalisation. 

To include topics and methodologies on new media and more specifically on how 
to help students to filter news, identify fake news, verify sources of information and 
form personal opinions on facts and statements they come across.
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ABSTRACT   

Former research has shown that political radicalisation, hooliganism and some religious 
radicalisation are the main forms of extreme radicalisation manifested in Greece. Even 
though there is a rise of violent acts, there are no specific provisions on radicalisation 
or prevention measures. The present report aims to map the national situation in 
Greece, regarding violent radicalisation, critical thinking skills and their contribution 
to the prevention and tackling of violence radicalism in the school environment. The 
qualitative research, implemented in the context of the first Intellectual Output of 
the Erasmus+ Key Action 2 project ‘PRACTICE – Preventing Radicalism through Critical 
Thinking Competences’, included desk research on relevant topics and interviews 
with teachers, school leaders and stakeholders, to investigate their needs and the 
connections between critical thinking skills and radicalisation prevention. Results 
indicate that education professionals believe that there is a connection between critical 
thinking and radicalism prevention; however, there are no official methods for critical 
thinking development. Thus, Continuing Professional Development programmes, 
support from the State and NGOs, tools, strategies, material and resources are needed.

INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION AND TERMINOLOGICAL CLARIFICATIONS 

Radicalisation is “the process by which an individual has radical views in comparison 
to the existing state of affairs”, whilst violent radicalisation is “a process by which 
individuals come to undertake terrorist activity, or directly aid or abet terrorism” 
(Bartlett, Birdwell and King, 2010). Violent radicalisation is also a process in which radical 
ideas are accompanied by the development of willingness to directly to support or 
engage violent acts (Dalgaard-Nielsen 2010). Radicalisation may lead to extremist acts 
of violence when the person who is radicalised develops a willingness to accept and, 
in many cases, exert violence. Generally, over the past fifteen years, the phenomenon 
of radicalisation has anew emerged as prevalent in the USA and Europe (Anagnostou 
& Skleparis, ELIAMEP 2017). Nevertheless, in Greece, violent radicalisation has been 
present from the mid-1970s; it is, however, very limited (Anagnostou & Skleparis, 
ELIAMEP 2015).

The current report aims to investigate the national situation in Greece and was 
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developed in the context of the first Work Package (WP1) “Comparative Research 
Report” of the European Project “Preventing Radicalism through Critical Thinking 
Competences - PRACTICE”, Erasmus +, Key Action 2 – Strategic Partnership | School to 
develop an innovative and collaborative EU wide Continuing Professional Development 
programme on Radicalism prevention within school education. The report will be used 
for a comparative analysis in the six participating countries; Italy, Germany, UK, Greece, 
Denmark, Austria.

OVERVIEW OF THE CURRENT NATIONAL SITUATION 

For the past decade, Greece has been facing a financial crisis and recession.  The 
crisis has changed the social stratification, leaving gaps between the different social 
groups and has reduced the majority stock of the Greek people, especially from the 
middle and lower social strata. According to the latest data from ELSTAT (September 
2018), Greece’s youth unemployment rates have increased up to 20.6% and holds 
the first place in the European Union. The aforementioned situation has also affected 
young people. It should be noted that this percentage describes the official, recorded 
situation, but there is also unofficial, non-recorded data.  
Lack of social inclusion, poverty, lack of social support and discrimination are some 
of the most important factors that lead to youth radicalisation in Greece (Centre of 
Security Studies, 2016). Consequently, the abovementioned factors have led to a steady 
course of destabilisation of the country, the prevailing social values, and people’s faith 
in the current political system, as well as to an increase of extreme political beliefs.  
According to the recent Counter Extremism Project report (2019), the right wing and 
anarchist extremists are having an active role in Greece. However, in the recent years 
the country’s far-right political party Golden Dawn grabbed international headlines. 
The party came in the third place for the parliamentary elections of Greece in 2015, 
“despite the arrests of the group’s leading members”.

RISK FACTORS TOWARDS YOUTH RADICALISATION

According to the latest review of the Eurobarometer, in October of 2018, 16% of young 
people in Greece, aged between 15-24, believes that “their voices count in EU” contrary 
to the average of 48% of young people in the EU. Young people from Greece believe 
that they have no political power and at the same time feel that the government leaves 
them on the side-lines and might turn to political extremity and political radicalisation. 
Complementary to this, the financial crisis in Greece has caused insecurity. The social 
exclusion remains strong for most youth groups, the lack of prospects due to high 
unemployment rates, as well as the lack of policies and support mechanisms increase 
the sensitivity of young people. This lack of social inclusion and participation in the 
public matters may lead young people to be marginalised and eventually radicalised 
(Malkoutzis, 2011).
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Statistics on the recent incidents about radicalisation in the country
The past decades, 85 arrests for actions related to extreme radicalisation were recorded; 
most of them related to religious extremism, one related to political extremism and 
one was undefined (See Table 1 Number of arrests for terrorist activities in Greece 
2012-2016, Europol TE-SAT, 2017). In 2016, three people were convicted of terrorism 
related to political, left-wing motives (See Table 2 Number of convictions for terrorist 
activities in Greece 2012-2016, Europol TE-SAT, 2017).

TABLE 1: NUMBER OF ARRESTS FOR TERRORIST ACTIVITIES IN GREECE 2012-2016

Year Jihadist Separatist Left-wing Right-wing Not specified Total

2016 15 0 1 0 1 17

2015 0 0 16 5 8 29

2014 0 0 13 0 0 13

2013 0 0 18 0 5 23

2012 0 2 1 0 0 3

Total 15 2 49 5 14 85

TABLE 2: NUMBER OF CONVICTIONS FOR TERRORIST ACTIVITIES IN GREECE 2012-2016

Year Jihadist Separatist Left-wing Right-wing Not specified Total

2016 0 0 3 0 0 3

2015 0 0 40 0 0 40

2014 0 0 10 0 0 10

2013 0 0 9 0 0 9

2012 0 0 8 0 0 8

Total 0 0 70 0 0 70

Concerning political radicalisation, as Anagnostou and Skleparis reported, the Global 
Terrorism Database and the EUROPOL Terrorism Reports do not record attacks by far-
right groups, “largely due to the fact that such data was not recorded by the Greek state 
itself until 2012”. According to the latest data of EUROPOL Terrorism Report in 2018, 
Greece has the highest number of left wing attacks with eight completed and failed 
attacks; however, the same report does not include recorded incidents and statistics 
about jihadist and right wing attacks (Europol TE-SAT, 2018).  It should be noted that 
relevant far-right wing incidents that take place are not recorded; for example, many 
argue that the assassination of Pavlos Fyssas, in 2013, by a member of the political 
party Golden Dawn was a far-right wing attack (The Guardian 2013). 

Hooliganism is the second form of radicalisation that is manifested in Greece. It firstly 
came up in the Greek football from “hooligans who were not on the surface motivated 
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by political beliefs but who often espoused or were motivated by extremist ideas” 
(Anagnostou & Skleparis, ELIAMEP 2015, 2017). However, hooligans who participate 
in fan clubs with an ideological affiliation, far-right or far-left, are a minority. From the 
majority of organised fan clubs, only 7-15% of young hooligans are “the most violent, 
and have already been convicted in the past for aggressive behaviour” (Anagnostou & 
Skleparis, ELIAMEP 2015, 2017).

Regarding religious radicalisation, Lorenzo Vidino (2012) notes that jihadist terrorism 
and extremist radicalisation have become some of the most critical threats to the 
Mediterranean region. However, even though Greece is a host and transit country 
for refugees / migrants from the Middle East, it presents a different picture, as there 
have not been incidents of terrorist attacks; “the threat level originating from Islamist 
radicalisation in Greece is ‘very low’” (Anagnostou & Skleparis, ELIAMEP 2015, 2017). 
Greece is not a major player in the “war on terrorism”, as Muslims hold a positive view 
of the country, which is an ancient civilisation that coexisted with the Islamic one and 
were not involved in the Syrian civil war (Kassimeris & Samouris, 2012). 

OVERVIEW OF THE RELEVANT LEGAL FRAMEWORK

Generally, there are no specific provisions in the Greek Penal Code regarding 
radicalisation. However, there are relevant directives / laws for the punishment of 
violent acts such as terrorism, organized crime, hate crimes, hate speech, violent 
extremism and hooliganism, which capture a broad range of radical acts. Laws 
2928/2001, 3251/2004, 3691/2008 and 3875/2010, and Articles 187 and 187A of the 
Greek Penal Code regulate the issue of terrorism and organised crime in Greece and 
Law 4049/2012 regulates the issue of hooliganism (Ministry of Justice, Transparency 
and Human Rights, 2017). 

OVERVIEW AND EVALUATION OF DEVELOPMENT AND 
IMPLEMENTATION OF PREVENTION OF RADICALISATION INCIDENTS 
IN SCHOOLS

There are no specific strategies for the prevention of radicalisation in schools by 
the law. However, there are national policies, such as the prevention of delinquent 
behaviour of minors (Article 11 v.3860/2010) for preventing youth delinquency, 
which follows the European Union (EU) guidelines for preventing youth radicalisation 
(European Commission 2016). Relevant guidelines are described in the report of the 
European Commission, such as the provision of support from the  civil society, updated 
legislation, the promotion of inclusive education and EU common values, the support 
of educators and educational institutions, the provision of strengthening partner 
countries’ security capacities etc. (European Commission 2016; Thessaloniki Youth 
Protection Society, 2016). 
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OVERVIEW OF CRITICAL THINKING TEACHING METHODS

There are no official critical thinking teaching methods integrated into the Greek 
educational curriculum. School counsellors and teachers insist on the importance 
of the development of critical thinking, mainly within school, that should prepare 
students for new social, political, and economic situations, after the financial crisis and 
its consequences in Greece (Vourloumi 2018 & Theodosiadou 2012). More precisely, 
according to Zoe Vourloumi (2018), who is a school counsellor in Greece, “critical 
thinking is a precondition for the development of creative forms of thinking, the 
creation of new connections and the recognition of patterns such as understanding 
notions (e.g. notion of democracy), phenomena, circumstances, statements etc.”. 
According to Theodosiadou (2012), the term “teachers’ training” does not refer only 
to professional training, as it did back in the 1990s, but to a deeper need in education, 
that goes beyond the academics and involves preparing students for their life after 
school.

OVERVIEW OF POLICY AND PRACTICE ON CONTINUING 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

According to the Greek Ministry of Education, Research and Religious Affairs, 
Continuing Professional Development (CPD) is defined as the “Education or training 
that takes place after initial education or integration into work and aims at improving 
or upgrading knowledge and / or skills, acquiring new skills for career change or re-
training and continuing personal or professional development. It includes any kind 
of education (general, specialized or professional, formal or non-formal)”. Teacher 
training is distinctive and optional. The Law N. 250/92 defines forms of compulsory 
education and includes the three following categories:

Introductory training of at least 100 teaching hours for Primary and Secondary 
Education candidates to be appointed.

Periodic training, in two training rounds of each academic year, of up to three 
months for permanent teachers.

Specific short-term training programs, from 10 to 100 hours for all educated 
teachers and up to 200 hours for teachers attending special education.

Continuing Professional Development is optional and it is provided in the form of 
training programmes, after they have been approved by the Ministry of Education, 
Research and Religious Affairs. School units, regional educational centres, universities, 
technological educational institutions, higher school of pedagogical and technological 
education and the Institute for Educational Policy implement such trainings (Eurydice 
2018).
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OVERVIEW OF PROJECTS, RESEARCH AND REPORTS

NGOs have tried to fill the gap. Projects, co-funded by the European Commission, have 
contributed to raising the issue of radicalisation and raising awareness of the public, 
highlighting factors and causes contributing to the development of radical trends.

The Youth Empowerment and Innovation Project (YEIP) is a 3-year Erasmus+ funded 
project that aims to design a youth-led, positive policy prevention framework for 
tackling and preventing the marginalisation and violent radicalisation among young 
people in Europe.  The relevant report provides information for the situation regarding 
marginalisation and radicalisation in Greece, as well as available laws, policies and 
practices through the analysis of the available literature and data collected through 
focus groups with young people, mental health professionals who work with young 
people vulnerable to radicalisation, professionals of a juvenile detention centre and 
with 3 young ex-offenders. The findings indicate an increase of marginalisation and 
violent, mostly political, radicalisation of young people in Greece, after the outbreak of 
the economic and recent refugee crisis. The existing legislation and policies are limited, 
as are the programmes based on the Good Lives Model (GLM), positive psychology and 
restorative justice. Data from the focus groups revealed that restorative justice models 
like the GLM could enable individuals to work towards the development of an identity, 
the need and search for which is considered the core factor leading to radicalisation 
(https://yeip.org/about-the-project/). 

The Memory, Youth, Political Legacy And Civic Engagement (MyPlace) project is 
also funded by the EU and explores the ways that social participation of young 
people is shaped by the past, present and future, effectively exploring the impact of 
totalitarianism and populism in Europe. Some of the main aims of this project are to 
contextualise young people’s civic engagement in regional, to map and understand the 
process of the (re-)production, transmission and (re)interpretation of local, national 
and pan-European political heritage and experience and to understand the appeal of 
radical, extreme or populist movements to young people and its relationship to regional, 
national and European political heritage (https://myplaceresearch.wordpress.com/)

Finally, the Power2Youth - Freedom, Dignity and Justice project is EU-funded and 
aims to investigate the causes of exclusion of young people at three different levels 
of analysis -macroeconomic, Mediterranean and microeconomic- in nine European 
and non-European countries; Italy, UK, France, Palestine, Norway, Switzerland, Turkey, 
Egypt, Lebanon, Morocco and Tunisia. At the same time, the role of collectiveness as 
well as the individual contribution of young people to the different forms of power and 
the prospect of their transformation (http://power2youth.iai.it/project.html).
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METHODOLOGY 

Qualitative research was conducted in order to map the current situation in 
Greece, regarding the phenomenon of youth radicalisation, the existence of critical 
thinking teaching methods, as well as existing Continuing Professional Development 
programmes. The methods used were the following: 

Desk research: Secondary research based on Greek and international literature was 
considered necessary in order to fully understand and record the situation of the 
country regarding the subject at hand and identify existing policies and prevention 
measures, as the critical thinking teaching methods and the CPD programmes for 
the educational staff for contributing to the prevention and handling cases of youth 
radicalisation. 

Field research: Subsequently, interviews were conducted using semi-structured 
questions, in order to enrich and refine the existing knowledge on the subject. Focus 
groups were not implemented, due to teachers’ workload and limited available 
time. Interviews have been structured in a way that facilitates that identification of 
attitudes perceptions and beliefs that have not been identified or highlighted in the 
existing literature. In particular, 10 interviews with teachers (eight were female), 
five headmasters/mistresses (two were female) and two stakeholders related to 
education (one school counsellor and one university professor of international 
relations, both male) were held (See Annex 1 – Questionnaire for teachers & Annex 
2 – Questionnaire for educational support staff, policy makers and stakeholders). 
The sample was random and collected via the snowball method. 

All participants were informed about the project and signed the relevant consent 
forms. However, some of the interviewees were unwilling to be recorded and the 
interviewer had to take notes for the analysis of the results. 

RESULTS 

Regarding students’ interpretation of diversity, the interviewees’ answers did not 
vary greatly. Some teachers and school leaders stated that students do understand 
diversity, while they seem to be open towards the idea; as reported, students, tend 
to be more sensitive towards matters like disability. Others reported that students 
perceive diversity as something that is far from them, while they demonstrate 
extreme and concerning opinions, in general and towards migrants and people with 
different religious beliefs; one reported incidents of racism and bullying in schools. An 
interviewee characteristically noted that “‘they [students] perceive what is different 
as something ‘strange’. They are sometimes indifferent towards their classmates that 
are considered to be ‘different’, or they mock them, and in a few cases they accept 
them”. Many teachers/school leaders seemed to believe that students usually have an 
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opinion and stick with it. As one emphasized, there is an attempt by some teachers to 
contribute to students’ familiarisation with the term of radicalisation. 

Almost all people that participated in the research believe that the internet is the main 
source students use to receive information and shape their views; mass media, family, 
friends and school were identified as other sources of information. Most interviewees 
stated that students are passive receivers of information and do not have a critical 
approach, while one highlighted that it is hard to critically approach the information 
received by the family. As one explicitly noted, “caution is needed, that must be drawn 
by the school, as not all sources/means of information are reliable. Not everything a 
student sees is real. School is irreplaceable; it does not only provide knowledge, but also 
helps the development of critical thinking and perception, dialogue and socialisation. 
Media may lead to isolation, as there is only the student and the monitor”. One teacher 
stated that students are capable of critically approaching the aforementioned means, 
if they are properly informed.

According to teachers and school leaders, critical thinking is the ability to filter 
information, evaluate and compare different stimuli and information from different 
sources, as well as their reliability, and to exchange views and ideas; critical thinking 
“means that one can filter what they hear, process information and conclude to an 
opinion, based on argument”.  One teacher stated that students do not think critically 
until the age of 12, as most replicate the views of their family.

Many of the participants reported that students tend to express their opinion, but 
are not willing to hear the views of others; there are a few that express themselves 
and exchange opinions, but most question beliefs that differ from theirs, even though 
the climate of the classroom promotes students’ free expression. Students have not 
learnt to discuss, read, reflect on different opinions or filter information. Some other 
participants mentioned that students do discuss with each other and want to express 
their ideas and opinions, but sometimes there is no recipient and turn to the internet. 
One teacher argued that students seem to be able to handle news that promote hate, 
as long as they are objectively informed. 

The will of the individual teacher was believed to be an important factor influencing 
the way students behave inside the classroom. Almost all participants supported that 
students should acquire/develop a set of skills in order to improve their critical thinking 
competences; two did not answer the relevant question. In order to facilitate the 
development of the abovementioned skills, namely students to express themselves 
freely, read, reflect on other students’ opinions, handle news that promote hate, 
search for different sources of information and have a critical approach, teachers try to 
promote the exchange of ideas, introduce different topics for discussion and evaluation, 
provide stimuli and educational material, such as texts, images and videos, as well 
as different opinions and arguments and encourage students to do the same. One of 
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the school leaders mentioned that they try to highlight that their personal opinion 
is not always right, but it constitutes only what seems right to them. The university 
professor stated that compositional exercises, collaboration amongst students, the 
elimination of the belief that there is only one manual students should study, as well 
as the familiarisation with a variety of sources could contribute to the promotion of 
critical thinking and the understanding that there are different viewpoints on the 
same subject. The school counsellor mentioned the need of additional time for cross-
curricular discussions. 

Similarly, regarding clashes and conflicts arising because of students’ different views 
on several matters, teachers try to solve such issues through dialogue, the promotion 
of structured arguments, the exchange of ideas and opinions and the provision of 
examples. A few referred to the use of experiential exercises as a way to deal with 
conflicts of opinions. Many agreed that further training in general and in specific 
techniques, as well as seminars on experiential learning would help them deal 
with controversial issues in the classroom. Others mentioned the need of relevant 
educational material, support from the school management and other external factors, 
experts, didactic hours specifically to address controversial matters and a relevant 
subject during the school year. A few referred to the need to reduce parents fears and 
identified the personal will of each individual teacher as a major factor of the ways 
teachers deal with the aforementioned issues.

Teachers, school leaders and stakeholders underlined the fact that the official 
educational curriculum does not promote the development of critical thinking. 
Characteristically, the university professor emphasised that the Greek educational 
system promotes the rote memory, rather than the critical analysis of information. This 
phenomenon also influences university students and even though there are several 
attempts to combat it, it is hard to eliminate it. It was suggested for students to be 
asked not to focus on the memorization of information, but rather to try to search for 
other sources of information, and “not to answer only to what happened, but why it 
happened”.

All participants agreed that there is a connection between critical thinking skills and 
the prevention of radicalisation. However, the majority linked radicalisation with 
extreme views and supported that a measure of prevention is the development of 
critical thinking, and combined with acquiring knowledge can even lead to the 
elimination of extreme views. One of the headmistresses pointed out that “extreme 
views are adopted if we cannot see things moderately”. Only one school leader and the 
university professor could distinguish the difference between violent and non-violent 
radicalisation, while the school leader clarified that having different opinions of the 
ones that are commonly accepted is a healthy characteristic of young people.
Most of the participants fail to identify their exact role in the process of promoting 
critical thinking. The university professor stated that critical thinking skills contribute to 



89

the acceptance of different viewpoints, while they pointed out that there is a connection 
between critical thinking and prevention/tackling of violent radicalisation; “someone 
who thinks critically, will most probably not resort to violent behaviour”. However, it 
was mentioned that there is a chance that a person with high education may present 
such behaviour. One of the participants did not answer the relevant question. 

In terms of the support they need to contribute to the prevention of radicalisation, 
participants mentioned seminars on formal and non-formal education, further 
education and trainings, support from the school management, sociologists, experts 
and other external factors, teaching material, training / tools / strategies, good practices 
and provision of information to children; one of the participants did not answer the 
relevant question. 

Teachers confirmed that there are no CPD programmes provided by the Ministry of 
Education, Research and Religious Affairs or by any other public authority. The only 
things that exist are self-improvement seminars that are not specialised to provide 
solutions or suggestions on issues, such as radicalisation. Most participants did not 
have any suggestions for the CPD programmes, three did not wish to answer and one 
did not understand the question. The rest reported that they need relevant seminars 
and trainings that would provide ways on how to handle real situations and how to 
implement the theories they are taught, essentially through experiential learning; one 
teacher commented that this should be mandatory. Others proposed for sociologists 
and other experts to be constantly present at the school and highlighted the need for the 
relevant authorities to give motives to teachers to participate in the abovementioned 
activities. The school counsellor stated that they could offer relevant CPD programmes, 
adapted to the needs of the educational system.

Specifically for the development of critical thinking skills and the prevention of 
radicalisation, participants mentioned the need of a consistent training programme and 
a more serious approach, the connection between theory and practice and relevant 
trainings. However, four mentioned that they had nothing to add, six did not answer 
and one did not seem to understand the question. The school counsellor confirmed 
the lack of existing relevant material and suggested non-formal education as a way to 
contribute to the aforementioned issues.

The higher education professional suggested that teachers should update their 
knowledge on different matters, constantly have new stimuli, familiarise with new 
approaches, tools and means and with ways on how to contribute to the use of these 
means by the students. The organisation of seminars that would promote these 
procedures was perceived to be a good way to accomplish this. They, also, mentioned 
that university professors could contribute to the training of secondary education 
professionals on how to promote critical thinking within the school curricula and make 
use of their skills and available means. The school counsellor reported the lack of 
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appropriate educational material; however, he did not have any propositions regarding 
CPD.

CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF RESULTS 
AND CONCLUSIONS

In general, educational staff and stakeholders, confirmed the desk research results. It 
was commonly accepted that there are not enough seminars and CPD programmes 
provided by the state. It should be noted that those who did not answer the relevant 
questions for the CPD programmes, were probably unaware of this term and its context. 
However, the higher education professional seemed to be more than willing to assist 
in teachers’ training. The lack of critical thinking skills seemed to concern secondary 
and higher education professionals, since the pattern that dominates in primary and 
secondary education, also affects young adults. Several attempts are being made in 
higher education, in order to assist combat the phenomenon of rote memory and 
learning by heart.  

All participants agreed that the internet is the main factor influencing students’ 
perception, shaping their views and behaviours and highlighted the need to eliminate 
this. Some also referred to mass media, family and friends, underlining the difficulty of 
challenging the family’s beliefs. Many mentioned the lack of students’ critical thinking 
skills and the importance of school to their development.

Worth mentioning is also the fact that teachers and school leaders did not perceive 
radicalisation as the opposition to the current status quo, as defined in the literature, 
but rather as the adoption of extreme beliefs and the exercise of violence. Only the 
higher education professional and one school leader made the distinction between 
violent and non-violent radicalisation. Taking into consideration the lack of trainings 
on violent and non-violent radicalisation, the aforementioned familiarisation of these 
two individuals with the terms could be the result of further training or personal 
development.

The fact that teachers do not have the appropriate training to prevent and combat 
such extreme behaviours is also a problem for school staff themselves. This prevents 
them from contributing to the decrease of such incidents and to assist students to 
develop their own critical thinking skills. Furthermore, the absence of a concrete 
intervention plan and support could discourage them from implementing activities for 
the promotion of critical thinking and prevention of radicalisation.

It is clear that the current educational system does not promote the development of 
critical thinking skills. Teachers confirmed the results of the literature review, pointing 
out the absence of the state regarding this matter, as well as the lack of means, 
methods and tools they are provided to contribute to the development of such skills. 
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However, teachers themselves make efforts to help as much as possible, based on their 
own initiative. 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

It remains evident that the Greek educational system does not provide a concrete plan 
for the development of education professionals and the prevention of phenomena 
like violent radicalisation. Taking the above conclusions into account, the following 
recommendations are suggested:

Constant training on new methods of promoting the development of critical thinking 
skills.

Trainings on new approaches for the prevention of radicalisation, in general and 
through critical thinking.

Educational material and methods for the promotion of critical thinking, such as the 
use of texts, images and videos.

Non-formal education to be integrated in the official education curricula. 

The establishment of dedicated didactic hours on discussions and exploration of 
different matters.

The constant presence of sociologists, psychologists, social workers and other 
experts in schools.

Teachers’ constant personal development. 

Ways to encourage students to exchange views and opinions, reflect on other 
people’s ideas and investigate the credibility of sources of information.

Motives for teachers to participate in trainings.

Teachers appeared to be more than willing to attend relevant CPD programmes, 
especially those who are most sensitive to these issues and those who really want 
to help and understand the job of the teacher as someone who wants to educate the 
students to be ready for society and the issues they will have and deal with later.

It should be mentioned that the sample that participated in the field research was 
small and random. Hence, the results cannot be generalised.
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ABSTRACT   

Previous researches have shown UK is affected in a wide majority of cases by religious 
and far right violent radicalisation, and have identified socio-economic, psychological 
and Institutional factors of youth radicalisation. 

Following this approach, the present National Report, as part of the first Intellectual 
Output of the Erasmus+ Key Action 2 project, PRACTICE (Preventing Radicalism through 
Critical Thinking Competences). It relies on a deep desk based and field research phase 
aiming at providing a state of the situation to analyse links between critical thinking 
and radicalisation as well investigating on teachers, schools leaders and stakeholders’ 
needs on radicalisation prevention.

Outcomes show that even if the English educative system introduced of a wide range 
of policies (Prevent, Reconciliation and Restorative Practice) to address Radicalisation 
by promoting critical thinking and safe environment at school, teachers still feel 
armless to address sensitive issues, needing more support both in term of easy to 
access resources and frames.

According to the field research, Continuing Professional Development programmes 
(CPD) need to be continuously updated according to the evolutions of the society, 
specific schools contexts with a transversal community approach and rolling training 
programmes.

INTRODUCTION 

OVERVIEW OF THE CURRENT NATIONAL SITUATION

United Kingdom’s HDI value for 2017 is 0.922— which put the country in the very high 
human development category—positioning it at 14 out of 189 countries and territories.  
Between 1990 and 2017, United Kingdom’s life expectancy at birth increased by 6.0 
years, mean years of schooling increased by 5.0 years and expected years of schooling 
increased by 3.7 years. The United Kingdom’s GNI per capita increased by about 46.6 
percent between 1990 and 2017. The number and proportion of people in work 
remains close to record levels despite some predictions that unemployment would 
rise following the Brexit vote. The current unemployment rate is 4% (July 2018). The 
UK is one of the most unequal countries in Europe, according to the OECD Decreasing 
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unemployment rates, longer working hours and low inflation reduced income inequality 
in 2016. However, this was mainly the result of low levels of income growth since the 
beginning of the financial crisis in 2007/081.

RISK FACTORS TOWARDS YOUTH RADICALISATION 
(SENSE OF BELONGING, MARGINALISATION, ETC.)

How do the aforementioned situations affect young people? (e.g. lack of social 
inclusion may lead to marginalisation and finally to violent radicalisation).Present 
national findings on risk factors leading to radicalisation.

The general risks affecting children and young people may vary from area to area, and 
according to their age. Schools and childcare providers are in an important position 
to identify risks within a given local context. Socioeconomic factors have also been 
implicated in the process of radicalisation (poverty, lack of opportunity, unemployment, 
poor education).  Children who are at risk of radicalisation may have low self-esteem, 
or be victims of bullying or discrimination. Extremists might target them and tell them 
they can be part of something special, later brainwashing them into cutting themselves 
off from their friends and family.

It’s also important to address bullying and abuse following terrorist attacks: some 
children may feel targeted because of their faith or appearance and others may receive 
offensive comments about their faith or background. Another factor that can lead to 
radicalisation is the unability of tutors, schools, and supervisors to recognise the signs 
of radicalisation, some of which may include: isolating themselves from family and 
friends, talking as if from a scripted speech, unwillingness or inability to discuss their 
views, a sudden disrespectful attitude towards others and increased secretiveness, 
especially around internet use2. 

Besides social and psychological factors, a publication of the UK parliament3, underlines 
that there are 3 other risks to religious radicalisation in the UK:

IDENTITY:
Radicalisation can be attributed to a failure to address the complex identity issues 
stemming from a failure to access a shared British identity, a failure which leaves 
some people vulnerable to radicalisation.

FOREIGN POLICY:
Examples of British foreign policy (for example the Government’s perceived 
hesitation in responding to the Israeli bombardment of Gaza in 2010) are one of 
the reasons for some Muslims rejecting a ‘British’ identity, and a potential catalyst 
for radicalisation.
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SOCIO-ECONOMIC FACTORS
The Institute for Community Cohesion underlines that: [Government needs to do 
more] to tackle the underlying causes of hatred and intolerance and that means 
doing more to tackle the poverty and deprivation within Muslim and other 
disadvantaged communities to ensure that they have better educational outcomes 
and employment opportunities and that they can more fully integrate and engage 
in a wider range of social and economic activities.4

STATISTICS ON THE RECENT INCIDENTS ABOUT RADICALISATION 
IN THE COUNTRY

In 2015/16, a total of 7,631 individuals were subject to a referral due to concerns 
that they were vulnerable to being drawn into terrorism. The education sector made 
the most referrals accounting for 33%, followed by the police accounting for 31% of 
referrals. 

The majority (56%) were aged 20 years or under. 

65% were referred for concerns related to Islamist extremism and 10% were referred 
for concerns related to right wing extremism.

The largest proportion was from London 25%, followed by the North East region 
17%.

The majority were male (78%)5

According to official data from 11 September 2001 to 31 March 2016, there were 54 
deaths in Great Britain as a direct result of terrorist acts (excluding the perpetrators). 
Between 2001/02 and 2016/17 52% of all terrorism related arrests: 

Have been of people under the age of 30. There were 125 people (4%) under the 
age of 18 at the time of their arrest.

40% were reported as being of Asian appearance, 30% White, 12% Black, and 18% 
other or Not Known. These data is based on the observation of the police5.

OVERVIEW OF THE RELEVANT LEGAL FRAMEWORK

IN GENERAL

On a European level, the United Kingdom follows the guidelines defined by the 
European Parliament resolution on the prevention of radicalisation and recruitment of 
European citizens by terrorist organisations (2015/2063(INI)). The document refers to 
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radicalisation as the phenomenon of people embracing intolerant opinions, views and 
ideas which could lead to violent extremism. 

On a national level, the Counter Terrorism and Security Act (2015), defines, in part 5 
section 1, that specified authorities (including primary and secondary schools) must, 
in the exercise of its functions, have an important role in preventing people from being 
drawn into terrorism. The same part states that the Secretary of State may issue guidance 
to specified authorities about the exercise of their duty, which has taken form in the 
“Revised Prevent Duty Guidance: for England and Wales”, which contains guidelines 
regarding: i) risk assessment, i.e. demonstrate that they are protecting children and 
young people from being drawn into terrorism by having robust safeguarding policies 
in place to identify children at risk, and intervening as appropriate, and ii) staff training, 
staff have training that gives them the knowledge and confidence to identify children 
at risk of being drawn into terrorism, and to challenge extremist ideas which can be 
used to legitimise terrorism and are shared by terrorist groups. They should know 
where and how to refer children and young people for further help. The guidance also 
takes into consideration voluntary sector organisations and states “A range of private 
and voluntary agencies and organisations provide services or, in some cases, exercise 
functions in relation to children. The duty applies to those bodies, which include, for 
example, children’s homes and independent fostering agencies and bodies exercising 
local authority functions whether under voluntary delegation arrangements or via the 
use of statutory intervention powers. These bodies should ensure they are part of their 
local authorities’ safeguarding arrangements and that staff are aware of and know how 
to contribute to Prevent-related activity in their area where appropriate6”.

OVERVIEW AND EVALUATION OF DEVELOPMENT AND 
IMPLEMENTATION OF PREVENTION OF RADICALISATION INCIDENTS 
IN SCHOOLS.

It would be useful to include both regulations/laws (and whether they are implemented) 
and good practices implemented in schools (and their results). Again, depending on 
the available data.

School is one of the most important places for societal education and growing into 
citizenship. It is important that children’s and young people’s extremism must be faced 
in their own world, before it develops into networks and movements in the world of 
adults. Schools must pay attention to ensuring that every young person feels seen and 
heard. 

The Department for Education from the UK government published advice on the 
Prevent duty. This document explains what schools and childcare providers can do to 
protect children and young people from the risk of radicalisation. They have also set 
up a helpline that schools and other organisations working with children can contact if 
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they have concerns about radicalisation. 

Educate.against.hate: This website gives teachers, parents and school leaders practical 
advice and information on protecting children from extremism and radicalisation. 
Providing prevent duty, guidance, training, reporting concerns, classroom resources 
and promotional materials. The website has been developed by the Department for 
Education and the Home Office. 

NSPCC: it is the leading children’s charity in the UK, specialising in child protection and 
dedicated to the fight for every childhood. The NSPCC is the only UK children’s charity 
with statutory powers to take action to safeguard children at risk of abuse. NSPCC 
delivers its services also in schools, where the specially trained staff and volunteers 
hold interactive assemblies and workshops aged 5-11.

OVERVIEW OF POLICY AND PRACTICE ON CONTINUING 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT

The UK Department of Education recognises that effective teacher professional 
development is a partnership between: Head teachers and other members of the 
leadership team; Teachers; and Providers of professional development expertise, 
training or consultancy. In order for this partnership to be successful professional 
development should: i) have a focus on improving and evaluating pupil outcomes, ii) 
be underpinned by robust evidence and expertise, iii) include collaboration and expert 
challenge, and iv) be sustained over time7.

PREVENT is the Government’s UK strategy to stop people becoming terrorists or 
supporting terrorism, in all its forms. When PREVENT was introduced in 2015, teachers 
in UK schools feared that the programme would increase the stigmatisation of Muslim 
students and pupils. Moreover, the National Union of Teachers called, in 2016, to scrap 
the PREVENT policy as it was obligating them to refer to police students suspected of 
terrorist activity or radical behaviour.

In the framework of PREVENT, the Home Office has created a DVD course called 
“Workshop to Raise Awareness of Prevent” (WRAP). The workshop, which targets local 
and educational authorities and staff, including teachers and school staff, is designed 
to help make them aware about their contribution in preventing vulnerable people 
being exploited for extremist or terrorist purposes. The workshop improves the 
understanding of the processes used by those who radicalise individuals and ensures 
that staff is aware of whom to contact within their organisation to discuss any concerns. 
The HO has also developed an eLearning training on PREVENT, developed through 
consultations with teachers, local authorities officials, and community-based groups. 
This training addresses all forms of terrorism and non-violent extremism, including far 
right wing and Islamist extremism8.
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OVERVIEW OF CRITICAL THINKING TEACHING METHODS

Present whether these methods exist and whether and how they are implemented.
The Cambridge dictionary defines critical thinking as “the process of thinking carefully 
about a subject or idea, without allowing feelings or opinions to affect it”. Among the 
several critical thinking teaching methods developed in the UK, the British Council’s 
Connecting Classrooms Programme, involved, between 2017 and 2018, 800 teachers 
who took part in CPD to develop their understanding and practical strategies for critical 
thinking. The course was based on a plan – do – review model: a key element of the 
training was that participants put one or more aspects of the course into practice in 
their classroom or school. The Department for Education has funded the CPD training 
“Critical Thinking for Achievement” of the Geographical Association in partnership 
with the Association for Science Education. The programme trained educators about 
teaching techniques to help pupils: gain the geographical and scientific knowledge and 
skills needed for success in examinations and further study, tackle complex issues more 
independently and construct evidenced argument through social and natural scientific 
investigation, make adept use of data, use evidence critically, appropriate challenge 
increases engagement with geography and science, generates interest in further study. 
Besides the science/geographical focus, the programme takes into consideration 
values and controversial issues and provides a framework to help students to navigate 
in unsettling issues and dilemmas. The Geographical Association underlines that 
while neutrality and commitment are undoubtedly important dimensions to take into 
consideration when teaching about controversial issues, it is important not to get stuck 
in binary either/or scenarios. The Geographical Association website also reports several 
practices in Critical Thinking teaching and tools for teachers to apply in the classroom. 
This highlights how critical thinking is a process that is taught through mainstreaming 
strategies in the UK school curricula.
Among the specific methodologies used for critical thinking, the British Council reports 
that in the UK, some of the methodologies used are problem-based learning, traditional 
theory-based lessons combined with group seminars and one-to-one tutorials that 
develop students’ analytical and communication skills through discussion9. 

OVERVIEW OF PROJECTS, RESEARCH AND REPORTS

Projects, research and reports on whichever of the above topics we may find. After 
presenting the relevant project (shortly), it would be useful to add their results (if 
existent).

PREVENT, the Government’s UK strategy to tackle radicalisation, works with individuals 
and communities by using voluntary early intervention to encourage them to challenge 
extremist and terrorist ideology and behaviour. Prevent seeks to increase understanding 
among frontline staff and community members by encouraging discussion and debate 
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through training and events. For more information about PREVENT: www.gov.uk/
government/publications/prevent-duty-toolkit-for-local-authorities-and-partner-
agencies. 

The Building a Stronger Britain Together (BSBT) programme supports civil society and 
community organisations who work to create more resilient communities, stand up 
to extremism in all its forms and offer vulnerable individuals a positive alternative, 
regardless of race, faith, sexuality, age and gender. The programme allows organisations 
that share these aims to bid for in-kind support and grant funding for specific 
programmes that deliver goals set out in the Counter Extremism Strategy. For more 
information about BSBT: www.gov.uk/guidance/building-a-stronger-britain-together. 
Different projects focused on prevention of radicalisation have been developed, among 
them: 
- The Idea, Context, Framing and Realities of ‘Sikh Radicalisation’ In Britain: a 
project funded by the Centre for Research and Evidence on Security Threats (CREST, 
2015) following media reports about ‘Sikh radicalisation in Britain’ and sought to 
examine the idea, context, framing and realities of this issue. Evidence was gathered 
from historic and contemporary media sources, academic literature, social media, 
internet discussion forums, ethnographic fieldwork and a series of semi structured 
interviews.

- Let’s talk about it (www.ltai.info): It is an initiative designed to provide 
practical help and guidance in order stop people becoming terrorists or supporting 
terrorism. The project focuses on three key core themes:

Building close relationships between schools and universities, prisons, places of 
worship, health services, children’s services, community groups, charities and other 
institutions

Challenging extremism ideology by working closely with local and national agencies, 
partners and our communities 

Supporting vulnerable individuals through intervention projects.

T’ICI (www.tici.eu/uk): is short for ‘Travaux Identitaires pour le vivre ensemble dans 
une Citoyenneté Interculturelle’. In english: ‘Exploring identity in order to live together 
in a multicultural society’. This project is aimed at both young people (16-25 years) 
living in multicultural urban areas and professionals working with them. In this project 
more than 150 young people across Europe are involved in an Action-Research 
about ‘Identity’, together with the five European partners: Afrique et Nouvelles 
Interdépendances (ANI) from Paris, coordinator, Elan Interculturel from Paris, REDE 
portuguesa de jovens para a Igualdade de Oportunidades entre Mulheres e Homens 
(REDE) from Lisbon, DW-RS producties from Amsterdam and Merseyside Expanding 
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Horizons (MEH) from Liverpool.

METHODOLOGY 

METHODOLOGY OF THE DESK RESEARCH

For the desk research activities, the first starting point has been a research on the 
National situation and policies about radicalisation and the ways that schools use in 
order to limit its diffusion. Data from different national and local official sources have 
been compared for this desk research in order to provide an overview with different 
areas and how the issue is considered in the different regions. 

METHODOLOGY OF THE FIELD RESEARCH

MEH contacted a list of teachers and schools who may have been interested in the 
project. Some contacts have been collected during the dissemination process of the 
project and to the previous contacts of MEH with teachers and schools.  We contacted 
around 50 schools in North-West England to reach teachers, and stakeholders.  We 
have identified and contacted by emails, Practice newsletter, calls, and Practice 
leaflets and also met through different events in Liverpool (Conferences, Workshops 
for professionals) different relevant actors. The recruitment of the teachers has been 
carried out thanks to the launch of the project as well as to articles and posts on MEH 
website and social media (Facebook). Finally, further contacts of teachers, schools and 
stakeholders already involved in previous projects and initiatives have been used.

For the field research, we have used both face-to-face interviews and written interviews. 
We have 9 interviews, 6  teachers and 3 stakeholders.

RESULTS 

THE PERCEPTION OF DIVERSITY AMONG STUDENTS:  
THE CONTRASTED SITUATIONS OF ENGLISH SCHOOLS

The situation regarding diversity in UK’s schools is contrasted and seems to have 
significant consequences on the perception students have on it.  

UK’s schools are more ethnically diverse than 10 years ago, but in some towns and cities, 
children from ethnic minorities are still clustered in just a few schools. However, the 
acceptance of diversity changes in the general application and teachers explained that 
students are often “narrow minded” and that their perception of society and cultural 
diversity is affected by the society where they live, which  is mainly „white“. This „living 
in white“ limits drastically their experience of meeting, living and talking with migrants 
and thus it limits their possibility to experience and to learn that differences exist and 
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that we have to learn to live all together. Living as well in insular communities, the 
limited exposure to diversity of students affects their relationships with other people 
looking different from their point of view, and sometimes they exclude from the group 
students with different cultural or religious background. 

In order to overcome this issue, the UK government has realised a policy paper called 
„Cultural Education“, a document setting out the government’s plan for cultural 
education in England, summarising opportunities open to schools and teachers. 

On the other hand some teachers interviewed use to work in an intercultural context 
with young people from diverse social, ethnical and religious background. In these 
cases, diversity is not perceived as a problem by students. Of course, it does not 
mean that discriminations do not exist anymore, but staff members seem to have 
adopted important policies in order to address bullying and body shaming through 
“Reconciliation and Restorative Practice”. For instance, they aim at decreasing 
problematic situations between pupils through individual speaks with the bullied and 
the bullying person for they recognise and in order to kill the anger (as we see in the 
quote below extracted from one of the interviews): 

“I asked, “why do you call him like that? “It is ok” the bullied said. Then I said, “it 
is not ok for me” and we spoke individually to make them recognise what is wrong 
and apologise.”
(source: interview)

Teachers also acknowledged student’s behaviours are mainly due to what they see and 
live at home in their family context. That’s why, teachers and stakeholders interrogated, 
highlighted the need of regular meeting involving all the teachers, head teacher and 
social services of the schools to share information and guidelines on “how to act with 
students with specific issues”. 

According to the teachers and the stakeholders, Young People with disabilities present 
a higher risk of being solitary and victim of bullying from other young people. They 
agreed they have to pay a particular attention and adopt a supportive attitude to 
promote equality and respect among students. 

THE SITUATION OF CRITICAL THINKING IN ENGLISH CLASSROOMS

Interviewed teachers in UK had generally a shared definition of the concept of Critical 
Thinking. It is seen as being able to evaluate arguments, analyse and research in 
order to have informed judgements, to make rational decisions, and to form critical 
opinions. Critical thinking is widely encouraged in the classrooms through informed 
discussions in class but most of the time they cannot afford because of a lack of time 
and opportunities to engage on significant educational sessions addressing these 
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issues. Being open-minded to different ways of thinking is something that must be 
reflected and improved in teacher’s behaviours, actions and practices about Students. 
It is also highlighted that the main sources of information for their students are social 
media, internet but also friends. They agreed to say this communications channels 
influence students opinions and judgements in a substantial way. Family is also one 
of the main sources of information that have a significant influence, and also as the 
cultural context in which they live. Some students live in a very religious conservative 
environment, struggling to be critical and sticking more on what their parents say. 

In order to address some of these issues, English schools introduced “Form teachers” 
aiming at register and address student’s personal issues, as well as behaviour and 
active participations evaluations.

In many cases, it can also be challenging for teachers to face some issues while they 
lack knowledges on how to address different issues. For example about Brexit issues, 
one of the teachers highlighted they have to explain news they could not understand 
to their students and that actually only a few people are able to apprehend.

English schools tried to introduce group activities, “Teaching and Learning” and “No 
hands up” policies. The aim of these educational methodologies is to let pupils think by 
themselves, express different opinions without giving them all the answers or negative 
feedbacks but encouraging them. Teachers adopt a questioning attitude more than a 
prescriptive one with their students by raising questions and arouse respectful debates.

“Teacher: Thank you for your contribution, but let’s try to make it better”
(source: interview)

It allows students to be as well critical about what they learn and make “easier for 
them to accept their mistakes” (source: interview).
However these methodologies need to be improved and teachers does not have all the 
time and knowledge they would like to go through different issues. 

NEEDS OF TEACHERS IN TERMS OF CRITICAL THINKING TEACHING

Deal with conflicts in classroom is a usual and daily task for teachers in England. 
Sometimes they have to face violence, physical and verbal aggressiveness. To deal with 
conflicts they encourage discussion, freedom of speech, respect of other opinions in a 
safe environment.

To support classroom develop critical thinking and help children develop critical 
thinking skills, different ideas has been highlighted in the interviews:
From teachers’ point of view, unfortunately teachers are often helpless facing some 
sensitive subjects that they prefer to avoid. They fear to be too aggressive with things 
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they hear from their students or because they lack knowledges and would like to be 
supported in order to face these situations. 

In term of learning and teaching methodologies: 

Development innovative curriculum promoting self-environment, every viewed 
listened and respect with tolerance and intelligence, all opinion to be considered 
as important

Encourage and teach how to gather info from many different sources, investigate 
different theories, watch news

Be questioning in classrooms and not punitive: developing “No wrong answer 
policies”

In term of courses contents: 

Promote open mindedness and communication among students regarding and 
respect to other by encouraging them to be curious with people that seem different 
from them, speaking about cultures, beliefs and customs. For example, spotlighting 
languages diversity at school could have a significant role to play in order to 
promote respect and interest to interculturality: 
“The importance of different languages to show them they are not the only one in 
this world” (source interview).

Being able to approach discussions on current affaires debate, frequent discussions 
and debates, be questioning in classroom  

Promote innovative and non-formal activities to improve students multi skills: “In 
our school they teach “debate” 2 sides of a same topic. They went to London for the 
national competition. Students participating are very good, talking, expressing and 
self-confident“
(source interview)

FACING RADICALISATION AND SUGGESTIONS TO CONTINUING 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

According to the teachers, critical thinking and Radicalisation are linked. Critical 
thinking allows young people to study and have more than one side of an argument. 
It allows adopting a sceptical point of views and reaching tolerance. Also, the lack of 
critical approach of students can be explained by their lack of knowledge and the lack 
of education to different medias, newspaper, TV and internet.
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“Teacher said: If you don’t read, watch TV, listen to radio you are not going to learn
The Student answered: So what?” (source: interview)

In that case, teachers suggested media education trainings and group activities should 
be provided to help their students to understand medias logics and operations still 
adopting “No wrong answers” and open minded policy. 

“Yes there is connection. If don’t explore they can take radical opinion. If the 
guardian and the sun say different things, they have to understand why who they 
are supporting and by who they are supported”(source:interview)

Teachers interviewed generally expressed their role facing problematic situations was 
to allow more critical thinking, to promote tolerance, encourage informed decision 
making by seeing both sides of an argument before forming an opinion. 

“We should empower them in believe what they know and not only what they read 
or hear”
(source: interview)

Facing daily challenging situations, professionals gave us stimulating suggestions 
regarding the supports needed in the prevention of radicalisation:

Various outside speakers attending schools for staff meetings/trainings

Proper training programmes instead of a flavour of topics,  designated training 
schedules, not one size fits all

Portal for information sharing, continually updated by teachers and professionals to 
reflect new data and trends, etc. 

Development of Frame Methodologies for teachers. For example by giving a frame 
of questions and answer that could enable them to go through sensitive subjects 
and not avoid them

Interactive support: video recording of professional trainers in schools to refresh 
knowledge. Need to have updated resources to not forget.
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CRITICAL ANALYSIS OF RESULTS  

COMPARISON OF THE RESULTS OF THE FG/
INTERVIEWS WITH THE RESULTS OF THE DESK 
RESEARCH

As it is mentioned both in the desk based research and the field research, according to 
the objectives of Department for Education from the UK, English schools have developed 
a significant number of policies trying to prevent radicalisation and promote wellbeing 
the classrooms. However, the PREVENT policy against radicalisation is criticised and 
seems already out-of-date because of a lack of updates.  In this task, teachers ask for 
more support even if they globally try to apply innovative methodologies coming from 
“Teaching and Learning”, “No hands up”, “No wrong answer”, and “Reconciliation 
and Restorative Practice” policies based on dialogue and discussions. Also, it is very 
important to understand that prevention does not only concern teachers who  have 
already very busy timetables, but as well school staffs, governing body, and different 
stakeholders outside schools in a transversal approach. 

Diversity, open mindedness and critical thinking are challenging topics to teach at 
schools. Even if these objectives are included in school curriculum, teachers encounter 
significant barriers. 

For instance, promoting cultural diversity at school can be difficult due for instance to 
the lack of value accorded to language teaching. 
Develop intercultural skills are very important to ensure critical thinking and open 
mindedness of students. In that way, learning languages is the first step to get into 
other cultures and countries.

Unfortunately, contrary to other European countries where they need to learn at 
least English, there is less and less priority accorded to learning foreign languages in a 
majority of English schools. 

However, to improve critical thinking skills of students teachers and professionals must  
rely on a set of good practices such as (10):

provide a supportive, positive, healthy, caring and safe environment

recognise the needs and aspirations of all individuals

provide rich and varied contexts and experiences

provide a curriculum which promotes the spiritual, moral, social, cultural, physical, 
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mental and emotional development of the pupils

In the community, developing links with all stakeholders and the wider community, 
contributing to activities, such as assemblies, specialist outings, clubs, etc.

MOST IMPORTANT FINDINGS AND CRITICAL ANALYSE

The recommendations raised above aims at addressing issues met in schools such as 
bullying and body shaming. It creates isolation for the victim and does not allow a 
confident atmosphere in the classrooms. Bullying situations (body shaming, racism, 
homophobia, bullying against person with disabilities, mental health issues, etc.) come 
from social stereotypes young people find at home but also, in the society in general. 
Self-confidence and free speech in a self environment is at least the main skills that 
must be developed in schools to go toward critical thinking. 
In the same time, challenging youth in their stereotypes through different way should 
be more integrated in formal and non-formal learning process, and with a community 
approach.

Supports from school management, school environment, teaching materials 
(resources easy to access such as video and interactive tools), trainings etc. are claimed 
by professionals as communication, harmonisation, network, continually, updated 
reports, exchange of information.

Regarding critical thinking to prevent radicalisation, some students live in context where 
they never met cultural diversity and it is hard for them to have an open mindedness 
point of view. It is something that needs to be improved in order to help them to have 
opinions view based on a more rational and questioning base. 
Contradictory we expect them t believe what we teach unquestioningly but then we 
ask them to practice critical thinking. 

Finally, one of the most relevant data from the field research was that teachers really 
asked to develop their lead discussions skills, being able to stay neutral. In many cases, 
teachers prefer to avoid sensitive subjects because they do not know how to address 
some issues particularly when they encounter cultural barriers, they want to stay 
neutral or they are not enough informed about a specific issue. 
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

STATE THE MOST IMPORTANT FINDINGS

The most important findings of the research are listed below:

Many teachers do not feel comfortable on facing some sensitive issues and as well 
keeping a neutral position. They also highlighted they are pushed to avoid them 
because of the fear to be too aggressive, or no having not enough knowledge on a 
topic.

There is a real need on improving communication, networking, and links between 
professionals, teachers and stakeholders to share their experience and improve 
their practice. It must be through an easy access to interactive resources (videos, 
etc.).

The importance to provide frames and structures to help teachers and stakeholders 
to establish a self-environment where students can think by themselves.

Rolling Trainings programmes and improvement of CDP policies such as “Promotion 
of Reconciliation and Restorative” policies by giving more resources to teachers 
and stakeholders to address different issues such as: bullying, body shaming to be 
addressed and a particular attention to disabled young people. 

Important to have a transversal approach with all actors and professionals

Critical thinking among students can be reach by giving them the ability to be as 
well constructively sceptical about what they learn, and giving them the tools to be 
have a questioning approach in their daily life. 

STATE THE LIMITATIONS OF THE RESEARCH

During the research we found out different limitations which made this phase 
challenging.  Some teachers are limited by a duty a reserve and so we found difficulties 
to find enough teachers who want to be involved, and get their confidence so they can 
express their feelings on an easy way. 

Also, it is necessary to underline it could not be possible to cover all the wide diversity 
of schools, teachers and students in England. To go beyond this issue, MEH tried to 
have a diverse panel of teachers working in different schools contexts: some are very 
multicultural, while other are situated in insular communities (only white background).
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RECOMMENDATIONS ON THE CONTINUING 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT (CPD) BASED ON THE 
FIELD RESEARCH

Teachers and stakeholders made several interesting recommendations in order to 
improve the   Continuing professional Development, and highlighting the needs that 
are usually missed including for Critical thinking and Violent Radicalisation. 

The main needs are synthesised in the list  below:

INTENSIVE TRAININGS ON RADICALISATION FOR TEACHERS: “what is radicalisation?”, 
“how to recognise step by step radicalisation?” being able to adopt a proactive 
attitude facing those issues.

NOT ONLY ABOUT RELIGIOUS RADICALISATION. Numerous trainings are criticised 
in the UK for being only focussed on religious radicalisation and particular groups 
of the community with migrant backgrounds while there is a real need on raising 
awareness on right wing, masculinists and fascists groups.

DEVELOPMENT OF INTERACTIVE, OR EASY TO ACCESS RESOURCES LIKE VIDEOS, of 
case studies on which teachers can come-back in order to not forget and that can 
be updated. Teachers have already a very busy timetable and the access to the 
resources must be facilitated.

ROLLING AND UPDATED PROGRAMMES: radicalisation is a moving concept and 
trainings programmes have to be updated according to particular context. Trainings 
must be followed up with the situations met by the teachers.

INTEGRATE A COMMUNITY APPROACH TO SCHOOL CURRICULUM which involve 
both teachers but also extracurricular stakeholders, educators in order to get  

A FRAME and STRUCTURE to help teachers on leading discussion on sensitive issues, 
to keep neutrality on issues and sensitive subjects, instead of avoids them. It aims 
also at not giving student’s personal teacher’s point of view but letting to discuss 
about everything and preventing. 

STIMULATING ACTIVITIES for students challenging their stereotypes and common 
values in order to promote tolerance through critical thinking.

According to teachers, all these suggestions would allow them to really take into 
consideration the diversity of their students’ trajectories and improve recognition of 
violent radicalisation process. In addition, teachers and stakeholders need more support 
and help in preventing these issues in the classrooms. Communication, networking, 
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harmonisations of the resources (portal of information updated, interactive resources) 
between professionals could be easily improved and shared to help them in their daily 
prevention work. 

Professionals are very concerned on all these topics, asking a frame to be able to 
address issues and lack of critical thinking instead of avoid these themes when they 
are raised in the classroom or in any other context. 
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