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Why study youth-exchange programs? 

 

 

 
 

1. Learning to live together is one of the overarching goals for all education in 

Europe (Delors, 1995). 

2. Global Learning" claim that education becomes meaningful for youth only when 

it manage to succeed in creating connections between global and multicultural 

challenges and the individual`s everyday life (Suárez-Orozco & Satting, 2007).  

3. «Follow the EU money»: 

4. From elite youth to “young   

people with fewer possibilities” 
 

 



My study – taking departure in an “Youth” 

exchange. 

 



Framework of research 
• A learning arena in change: new focus group 

and new challenges.  

 Screenshot from http://youthinaction.be/ 



A qualitative research design  
 

• Ethnographic methods in general (Heath & Street, 2008; Holland, et al 
1998), and interviews, participant observation both with and without 
video- camera, in particular.  

• The total data- corpus is complex. I have during a period of ten months 
spent approximately 70 hours at the out-of-school center. 

• Interviews represent a total amount of 18 hours audio data. In addition I 
have audio- data from informal conversation with the out-of-school 
manager and staff, and the young informants.  

• From the youth exchange in Brazil, I have about 15 hours video- 
recordings, as well as photos, audio- recordings and field notes from 
participant observation and informal conversations.  



The concrete study 
• This is an ethnographic study of six young people's experiences of learning in two different 

contexts. However the intercultural youth encounter is in focus. 

 

• The three girls and the three boys who constitute my study-group did for one year participate 
in the out- of- school center. During this period they went on an international youth exchange 
to Brazil for two weeks. In Brazil they met other young people from Chile, Slovakia, Portugal 
and Brazil. 

 

• What primarily characterizes my study, in contrast to previous studies, is that it is aimed to 
respond issues and challenges highlighted by researchers, youth-workers and young people 
from within the European youth sector (Gomes, 2009; Gomes & Cunha, 2008; Otten, 1997, 
2009; Ramberg, 2009, and Titley, 2005, 2008).  

 

• The attention is directed towards experiences and learning situations young people 
themselves consider being essential and important within a longer learning trajectory and 
consequently it includes more elements than those which traditionally have been labeling 
“cultural learning”.  
 

 



Theoretical framework  
 

• A new critical hermeneutic orientation within intercultural communication theory (Dahl, 
2006; Jensen, 2004; Illman, 2004; Svane, 2004; Nynäs, 2001). Here learning, meaning-
making, and symbols are perceived as key elements in communication, and cultural 
differences are understood as subjectively perceived,  socially constructed and changeable.  

 

• The close connection between learning and identity has been highlighted within the 
sociocultural tradition (Gee, 1999; Lemke, 1990; Wenger, 1998; Wortham, 2006). Social 
identification and theoretical knowledge is interrelated processes involved in an individual 
learner- identity (Wortham, 2006).  

 

• The dialogical perspective provided by Bakhtin emphasizes the "other", or the difference, as 
essential for individual learning and identity development (Rommetveit, 2004).  

 

• Intercultural learning is about making meaning across different life skills and experiences.  



Empirical Findings (i) 
 

• The social environment at the international youth exchange did represent a complex 
experience of differences and cultural resources, and did to a greater extent than the out-of-
school center affect the young people's learner identities in a positive direction.  

 

• They report increased self-confidence, enhanced self-understanding, a more reflective view 
of their own role in social interactions, and a stronger sense of themself as someone who is 
good at something to be a direct consequence of their participation in  the youth exchange 
programs and finally decisive for their conviction that they will manage to complete upper 
secondary school.  

 

• Differences that geography, language or ethnicity were experienced as no important for the 
informants when it comes to categorize the "other" as different from or similar to 
themselves. Similarities and differences at the individual level were defined by the 
informants around issues like interests, manners and style.  

 
 



Empirical Findings (ii) 
 

• A lack of questioning and reflection on differences t both at 
the out-of-school center and at the youth exchange.  

• Activities at the program and off the program did have 
different approaches towards culture.  

• The youth initiated off- program activities did rather relate to 
global popular youth culture and shared interests taking 
departure in the young people`s various life-worlds. 

 



Conclusions (i) 
• Organized intercultural youth- encounters have the potential to be effective 

learning contexts for development of social-, communicative, - and cultural 
knowledges  and skills related to learning to live together in a multicultural world.  

 

• Participation at international youth exchanges may contribute to increased 
motivation for learning, enhanced self-understanding and personal growth. These 
kinds of knowledge are relevant in all 21st. century education (Binkley et al, 2010; 
Hart Meyer, 2008; Suárez-Orozco & Satting, 2007).  

 

• However there is need for specific goals and an educational policy providing 
sufficient conditions for their realization in order to develop the intercultural youth 
work, otherwise one could only hope to succeed by pure chance (Otten, 1997).  

 



Conclusions (ii) 
• Trainers and youth workers in this field must be able to cope with these 

realities and develop skills to explore differences together with the 
youngsters, in order to equip young people with knowledge about what 
significant differences may be, and provide them with tools to deal with 
differences and explore them in their everyday-life.  

 

• Making use of organized intercultural youth encounters as alternative 
learning arenas for young people at risk of dropping out of education will 
strengthen the opportunity for these individuals to experience themselves 
as learners in new and more positive ways.  
 

 

 



     Thank you for your attention! 

 



References (i) 
Bakhtin, M., Holquist, M., & Emerson, C. (1981). The dialogic imagination: four essays. Austin: University of Texas Press. 

Binkley, M., Erstad, O., Herman, J., Raizen, S., & Ripley, M. (2010). Draft White Paper 1. Defining 21st Century Skills. URL: http://atc21s.org.  

Bryman, A. (2008). Social research methods. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

Dahl, Ø. (2006). Bridges of understanding. Perspectives on intercultural communication. In: Ø. Dahl, I. Jensen, & P. Nynäs (red.), Bridges of understanding: 

perspectives on intercultural communication. Oslo: Unipub Forlag.  

Delors, J. (1996). Learning: the treasure within: report to UNESCO of the International Commision on Education for the Twenty-first Century. Paris: UNESCO 
Publishing. 

European Commission (2004). Including all with the ‘Youth’ program. An inspirational booklet. Luxembourg: Office for Official Publications of the European 
Communities.  

Fennes, H. & Hapgood, K. (1997). Intercultural learning in the classroom: crossing borders. London: Cassell. 

Gee, J. P. (1999). An introduction to discourse analysis: Theory and method. New York: Routledge. 

Gomes, R. & Cunha, T. (2008). Against the waste of experiences in intercultural learning. COYOTE Youth-Training-Europe, 13, 8-14, (February 2008). 
Strasbourg Cedex, France: Council of Europe and the European Commission. 

Gomes, R. (2009). In the Background of the Seminar. Outlined Twenty Years of Experience. In: Ramberg, I. (Ed.), Intercultural learning in European Youth 

Work: Which Ways Forward? Strasbourg: Council of Europe Publishing.  

Hannerz, U. (1992). Cultural complexity: studies in the social organization of meaning. New York: Columbia University Press.  

Hartmeyer, H. (2008). Experiencing the world: global learning in Austria: developing,  reaching out, crossing borders. Münster: Waxman. 

Heath, S. B. & Street, B. V. (2008). On ethnography: Approaches to language and literacy research. New York: Teachers College Press. 

Holland, D., Lachicotte, W.L., Skinner, D., & Cain, C. (1998). Identity and agency in cultural worlds. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press. 

Illman, R. (2004). Gränser och gränsöverskridanden: skildrade erfarenheter av kulturella  möten i internationellt projektarbete. Åbo: Åbo akademisk förlag. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 



References (ii) 
Jensen, I. (2004). The practice of intercultural communication: reflections for professionals in cultural encounters. In: G. Titley (Ed.), Resituating culture. 
Strasbourg: Council of Europe Publishing.  

Lemke, J. (1990). Talking science: Language, learning, and values. Norwood, N.J.: Ablex.  

Nynäs, P. (2001). Bakom Guds rygg: en hermeneutisk ansats till interkulturell kommunikation och förståelse i industriella projekt. Åbo: Åbo Akademis förlag.  

Otten, H. (1997). Ten theses on the correlation of European youth encounters, intercultural learning and demands on full and part time staff. 
URL:http://www.nonformality.org/2009/07/podcast-revisiting-icl/  

Otten, H. (2009). Ten theses on the correlation between European youth work, intercultural learning and the qualification and professionalization demands 
on full and part-time staff working in such contexts. In: Ramberg, I. (Ed.), Intercultural learning in European Youth Work: Which Ways Forward? Strasbourg: 
Council of Europe Publishing.  

Ramberg, I. (2009) (Ed.) Intercultural learning in European Youth Work: which ways forward? Budapest: Council of Europe. 

Rommetveit, R. (2004). Om dialogisme og relasjonen mellom individuell psyke og kulturelt kollektiv. In: I. Frønes, & T.S. Wetlesen (Ed.), Dialog, selv og 

samfunn. Oslo: Abstrakt Forlag  

Roth, J. (1999). Intercultural learning in European youth work: Some east-west perspectives. COYOTE Youth-Training-Europe, 0 (July 1999). Strasbourg 
Cedex, France: Council of Europe and the European Commission. 

Slimbach, R. (2010). Becoming World Wise: A Guide to Global Learning. Stylus Publishing. 

Spada, N. (1987). Relationships between instructional differences and learning outcomes: A process-product study of communicative language teaching. 
Applied Linguistic, 8, 137-155. 

Suarez-Orozco, M. M. & Satting, C. (2007). Introduction. Learning in the Global Era: international perspectives on globalization and education. In: M. M. 
Suarez-Orozco (red.), Learning in the Global Era: international perspectives on globalization and education. Berkeley, Calif.: University of California press. 

 



Refernces (iii) 
Svane, M. (2004). Interkulturel dynamik i kulturmødet: en fænomenologisk, individorienteret analyse og forståelse. Aalborg: Aalborg University Press.  

The European Parliament / the Council of the European Union. (2006). Establishing the ‘Youth in  Action’ programme for the period 2007 to 2013. DECISION 
No 1719/2006/EC OF THE   EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL.  

Titley, G. (2005) Plastic, Political and Contingent: Intercultural Education and Non-formal  

Education in Europe. Council of Europe. 

Titley, G. (2008). Youth, Intercultural Learning and Cultural Politics in Europe: Some  Current Debates. Youth Studies Ireland, Autumn 2008. 

UNESCO (1959). Education for international understanding. Examples and suggestions for class-room use. BD.63/11.13a/A. Belgium: Unesco Publishing.  

Vygotsky, L. S. (1987). Problems of general psychology: including the volume Thinking and speech. In: R.W. Rieber & A.S. Carton (Ed.), The collected works of 
L. S. Vygotsky. New York: Plenum Press. 

Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of practice: learning, meaning, and identity. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.   

Wortham, S. (2006). Learning identity: the joint emergence of social identification and academic learning. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

 




