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Abstract 
Our paper presents the results of a research conducted with teachers in "bridging classes" welcoming 
young migrants who entered the Belgian territory for less than one year. As a result of the recent 
evolution of migration dynamics in Europe, they have to manage an unprecedented and increasing 
cultural heterogeneity of the pupil population. It is therefore essential that they acquire "intercultural 
skills", which are currently not enough developed in their initial training programme, to achieve the 
constitutional goal of school and social inclusion. During our study, we met 30 teachers working in this 
bridging classes in order to better understand their vision of the cultural diversity management in schools 
and to assess how they perceived their own level of intercultural competence and their sense of self-
efficacy, in relation to their available pedagogical resources. We collected data through two 
questionnaires and a semi-structured interview. Our results show that these teachers are compelled to 
manage the pupils’ diversity in a pragmatic way, believing that they are not professionally trained to do 
it. The experience, however, strengthens their self-efficacy but they feel less competent in the different 
clusters of diversity management. They, therefore, seem to base the effectiveness of their pedagogical 
action on their ability to respond to the diversity of pupils’ needs by individual adaptation of their practices 
and to manage social relations within the classroom by creating a climate of respect between pupils 
from different backgrounds. They finally recommend diverse improvements that would enable them to 
promote school inclusion in the longer term, to feel more effective in their welcoming mission, and to 
ensure better opportunities for newcomer pupils to be empowered through education 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
As in many other countries, the school population in Belgium becomes more and more diversified. 
Despite the fact that the country is considered as a traditional immigration territory, the evolution of 
migration dynamics (since 2015 and the "European migratory crisis") led schools to organize a specific 
welcome for new immigrant children. School stakeholders have thus to manage an unprecedented 
cultural heterogeneity and are expected to welcome young people of new origins (Iraqis, Afghans, 
Syrians, etc.) [1]. 

The management of cultural diversity is an essential skill for all actors in the school system working with 
foreign students or students of foreign origin [2 ; 3]. Indeed, teachers must manage various complex 
situations linked to diversity: language barriers, a wide range of ages in the classroom or particularities 
relating to the traditions of the countries of origin. All these factors increase the difficulties of the learning 
activities. For teachers, the challenge is to understand, manage and highlight diversity in their 
classrooms in an equitable way to ensure that every student has equal access to education and equal 
outcomes. Indeed, according to UNESCO [4], “in our increasingly diverse societies, it is essential to 
ensure harmonious interaction among people and groups with plural, varied and dynamic cultural 
identities as well as their willingness to live together. Policies for the inclusion and participation of all 
citizens are guarantees of social cohesion, the vitality of civil society and peace”.  

In the French-speaking part of Belgium, achieving school and social inclusion is a constitutional goal. In 
order to ensure the right to basic education for all, regardless of social or linguistic conditions, religious 
beliefs, ethnic or national origins, Wallonia-Brussels Federation organizes "bridging classes" according 
to a decree promulgated in 2012 [5]. Young refugees, stateless persons or nationals of a developing 
country who are under 18 years of age are enrolled in these educational facilities in order to learn 
French. Generally, they attend the courses for a period ranging from 6 to 12 months (exceptionally 18). 
The aim of this educational policy is to quickly integrate these newcomer pupils into ordinary primary or 
secondary school curricula. Such facilities already exist in a large majority of European countries in 
order to enable pupils to learn the language and the culture of their host country [6]. 
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Teachers working in these classes must, therefore, face a complex pedagogical challenge and it is 
essential for them to acquire "intercultural skills", which are currently not enough developed in their own  
initial training programme. It is difficult for them to fulfill their mission if they are not enough professionally 
prepared for it [7; 8; 9; 10]. 

According to Huber et al., “attitudes, knowledge, understanding and skills are all necessary components 
of intercultural competence” and “it is also necessary for these components to be deployed and put into 
practice through action during intercultural encounters“ [2]. It includes different personal abilities: 
respectful behaviors, openness, and tolerance towards people with different cultural codes. Being aware 
of personal prejudices towards any culture, understanding different cultural values, norms and traditions 
are also necessary competences; they involve cognitive flexibility and critical thinking. 

To make learning accessible to all pupils, the Council of Europe [2, 3] recommends to teacher-training 
institutions to develop these skills among future teachers. A reference framework of intercultural 
competences (see Table 1) was defined to help teachers to engage with cultural diversity  [8]. 

Table 1. The framework of teacher pedagogical competences for engaging with diversity. 

Knowledge and understanding Communication and relationships Management and teaching 

Competence 1  
Knowledge and understanding of 
the political, legal and structural 
context of sociocultural diversity  

Competence 7  
Initiating and sustaining positive 
communication with pupils, parents 
and colleagues from different 
sociocultural backgrounds  

Competence 13  
Addressing sociocultural diversity 
in curriculum and institutional 
development  

Competence 2  
Knowledge about international 
frameworks and understanding of 
the key principles that relate to 
sociocultural diversity education  

Competence 8  
Recognizing and responding to the 
communicative and cultural aspects 
of language(s) used in school  

Competence 14  
Establishing a participatory, 
inclusive and safe learning 
environment  

Competence 3  
Knowledge about different 
dimensions of diversity, e.g. 
ethnicity, gender and special 
needs, and understanding their 
implications in school settings  

Competence 9  
Creating open-mindedness and 
respect in the school community  

Competence 15  
Selecting and modifying teaching 
methods for the learning needs of 
pupils  

Competence 4  
Knowledge of the range of 
teaching approaches, methods 
and materials for responding to 
diversity  

Competence 10  
Motivating and stimulating all pupils 
to engage in learning individually 
and in co-operation with others  

Competence 16  
Critically evaluating diversity 
within teaching materials, e.g. 
textbooks, videos and media  

Competence 5  
Skills of inquiry into different 
sociocultural issues  

Competence 11  
Involving all parents in school 
activities and collective decision 
making  

Competence 17  
Using a variety of approaches to 
culturally sensitive teaching and 
assessment  

Competence 6   
Reflection on one’s own identity 
and engagement with diversity  

Competence 12  
Dealing with conflicts and violence 
to prevent marginalization and 
school failure  

Competence 18  
Systematic reflection on and 
evaluation of own practice and its 
impact on students  

The competences in the first cluster are considered “to be prerequisites, enabling teachers to be 
sensitive to and respond effectively to diversity. These competences are based on a view of knowledge 
as reflective, critical and in a process of development”. In a second cluster are gathered competences 
supposed to be “at the heart of teachers’ engagement with and response to diversity. It is where teachers 
create classroom and school conditions that are inclusive and where they build and sustain relationships 
based on trust and mutual respect”. The last cluster of competences “involves actions by teachers to 
create a supportive, caring and safe learning environment, positive social interaction and active 
engagement in learning. The main aim is to build up a co-operative, non-discriminatory organisational 
culture which realises optimally the idea of living and learning together”. This framework is thus a mean 
of helping teachers to think about how they can “be open and alert to diversity within their classrooms, 
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can respond positively to it and, in so doing, become better teachers”. These skills lead teachers to take 
into consideration all aspects of the cultural diversity of the school population in order to adjust their 
pedagogical and didactic methods. 

The main objective of intercultural approaches is to reduce marginalization by promoting mutual 
understanding, equality, and reciprocity. To do so, teachers must choose and mobilize the necessary 
resources in order to organize the pedagogical activity. These choices are really strategic and are 
underpinned by the set up of a process of self-evaluation of the educative actions [11]. 

2 METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Research objectives and instrumentation 
During our study, we met 30 teachers working in bridging classes in order to better understand their 
vision of cultural diversity management in schools and to assess how they perceive their own level of 
intercultural competence (in reference to the framework defined by the Council of Europe). We also 
wanted to evaluate their sense of self-efficacy in relation to their available pedagogical resources. 

The data were collected through two questionnaires. The first one was based on the framework of 
teacher pedagogical competences for engaging with diversity of Arnesen et al. (2010). For each of the 
18 competences, we created an item that allows the subjects to indicate how competent they felt (scales 
from “0 - not at all…” to “3 - fully competent”). The second one was the French translation of the 
Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale of Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy developed by De Stercke, 
Temperman, De Lièvre & Lacocque [12 ; 13]. This 24-items questionnaire aims to better understand the 
elements that create difficulties for teachers in their school activities. For each statement, subjects are 
asked to indicate their opinion (scales from “1 - not at all…” to “9 - totally agree”). This instrument allows 
us to determine three subscale scores relative to “Efficacy in Student Engagement”, “Efficacy in 
Instructional Practices” and “Efficacy in Classroom Management“. 

We also conducted semi-structured interviews with teachers to collect more precise data about the 
functioning of bridging classes and their personal experiences in this context. 

2.2 The sample 
To conduct our investigation, we worked with 30 subjects: 26 women (86.67%) and 4 men (13.33%), 
aged from 23 to 57 (mean: 32.03; SD: 8.19). 

All of them completed an official teacher training program and got a teacher's diploma: 16 of them for  
primary education (53.33%), 13 for lower secondary education (43.33%) and 1 for upper secondary 
education (3.33%). They mainly work in formal education institutions subsidized by Wallonia-Brussels 
Federation and organized by municipalities and provinces (21/30 or 70.00%). 

They have an average professional experience of 7.2 years in bridging classes (SD: 5.46; min.: 1 - max.: 
20); 21 (70.00%) worked less than 5 years in these specific educational structures. 16 teachers (53.33%) 
work in bridging classes as a personal choice, the others (14/30 or 46.67%) are there because they got 
an assignment of their school principal. 

They perform different functions: general primary teacher (15/30 or 50.00%), specific French language 
teacher (10/30 or 33.33%) or teacher of other school subjects (mathematics: 1; environmental studies: 
1; physical education: 1; Catholic religion: 2). 

In each school organizing a bridging class, an “Integration Council” is set up to make school guidance 
of the newcomer pupils easier and to help them to achieve optimal school integration. Among our 
subjects, half take some responsibilities in their school's Integration Council (15/30). 

3 MAIN RESULTS 

3.1 Characteristics of bridging classes 
The organizational modalities vary by school. Most of our teachers work in schools where newcomer 
pupils are mostly separated from other ones even if they attend some courses in common (16/30 or 
53.33%). In 7 schools (23.33%), newcomer pupils always attend lessons in separate classes. In the last 
7 schools (23.33%), pupils are enrolled in ordinary classes according to their level of competence. 
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Bridging classes welcome from 7 to 24 pupils. Generally, our subjects must teach a population of pupils 
from 6 different national origins. As shown in Figure 1, they are mainly involved with Syrian pupils (25/30 
or 83.33%), but also frequently with Iraqi (13/30 or 43.33%), Turkish (10/30 or 33.33%) or Albanian ones 
(9/30 or 30.00%). Some of them also welcome Guinean, Somali, Moroccan, Afghan or Brazilian children. 

 
Figure 1. Main pupils’ origins in the classrooms. 

3.2 Teacher’s sense of intercultural competence 

3.2.1 Global results 
Our results show that teachers consider that they are globally competent in diversity management but 
the average rate for the 18 items is not very high (65.79%). 

The analysis of the results according to the 3 clusters shows some variability: they feel more competent 
in the areas of “communication and relationships” (cluster 2 - mean score of 2.05/3 or 68.22%) and 
“management and teaching” (cluster 3 - mean score of 1.98/3 or 66.00%) than in “knowledge and 
understanding” (cluster 1 - mean score of 1.89/3 or 63,15%). 

Regarding the 6 items of the cluster 1, teachers associate themselves with a positive competence score 
(global mean - 72.78% of the subjects) but they feel fully competent in only 19.44% of cases (which is 
the lowest result). Slightly less consider that they are globally competent in the other two clusters (mean 
- 71.67% for the 6 items of the cluster 3; mean -  64.44% for the 6 items of the cluster 2) with, among 
them, more teachers who declare to feel fully competent (respectively with a mean of 31.11% and 
32.22%). 

Table 2. Global results of questionnaire 1 

 Cluster 1 Cluster 2  Cluster 3 
Mean scores of competence 1.89 (/3) 2.05 (/3) 1.98 (/3) 

Mean percentage of teachers feeling competent 72.78% 64.44% 71.67% 

Mean percentage of teachers feeling fully 
competent 19.44% 32.22% 31.11% 

When we look at the mean scores of competence, we can observe that teachers don’t feel very 
competent in "knowledge and understanding of the diversity management" (cluster 1) but feel more 
effective in their relationships with their pupils (cluster 2) and in the management of their pedagogical 
actions (cluster 3). 
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3.2.2 Cluster 1: knowledge and understanding 
When we analyze more precisely the results of the six competences in the first cluster (see Table 3), 
we can underline that teachers feel more competent about “skills of inquiry into different sociocultural 
issues” (competence 5) and “reflection on one’s own identity and engagement with diversity” 
(competence 6) with mean scores of 2.10 (/3) or 70.00%. This last competence is also the one for which 
we find the largest number of teachers declaring to be fully competent (10/30 or 33.33%). On the other 
hand, the competence 1 (“knowledge and understanding of the political, legal and structural context of 
sociocultural diversity”) shows the lowest results with a mean score of 1.57 (/3) (or 52.22%) and only 3 
teachers (10.00%) feeling fully competent. 

Table 3. Specific results for the competences of cluster 1. 

 Scores Teachers feeling 
competent 

Teachers feeling 
fully competent  0 1 2 3 Mean 

Competence 1 1 14 12 3 1.57 (52.22%) 15 (50.00%) 3 (10.00%) 

Competence 2 1 8 16 5 1.83 (61.11%) 21 (70.00%) 5 (16.67%) 

Competence 3 2 5 18 5 1.87 (62.22%) 23 (76.67%) 5 (16.67%) 

Competence 4 1 7 16 6 1.90 (63.33%) 22 (73.33%) 6 (20.00%) 

Competence 5 0 3 21 6 2.10 (70.00%) 27 (90.00%) 6 (20.00%) 

Competence 6 0 7 13 10 2.10 (70.00%) 23 (76.67%) 10 (33.33%) 

If teachers in bridging classes feel able to mobilize personal skills (self-reflection, information-seeking 
skills…), they admit that they are not familiar with the political or legal issues related to cultural diversity 
in the school environment. 

3.2.3 Cluster 2: communication and relationships 
A more precise analysis of the results to the six competences of the second cluster (see Table 4) shows 
that teachers feel more competent about “creating open-mindedness and respect in the school 
community” (competence 9) with a mean score of 2.80 (/3) or 93.33%. We can also notice that, in this 
case, all our teachers feel globally competent, and 24/30 (80.00%) even fully competent. “Motivating 
and stimulating all pupils to engage in learning individually and in co-operation with others” (competence 
10) seems to be quite an easy task for them too (mean score - 2.50 /3 or 83.33%) with 17/30 teachers 
(56.67%) feeling fully competent about this issue. 

On the other hand, “involving all parents in school activities and collective decision making“ (competence 
11) appears to be the weakest competence for our subjects: with a mean score of 0.70 (/3) or 23.33%, 
only 7 teachers (23.33%) declare to feel competent (and none fully competent). 

Table 4. Specific results for the competences of cluster 2. 

 Scores Teachers feeling 
competent 

Teachers feeling 
fully competent  0 1 2 3 Mean 

Competence 7 0 4 14 12 2.26 (75.33%) 26 (86.67%) 12 (40.00%) 

Competence 8 2 5 18 5 1.86 (62.00%) 23 (76.67%) 5 (16.67%) 

Competence 9 0 0 6 24 2.80 (93.33%) 30 (100%) 24 (80.00%) 

Competence 10 0 2 11 17 2.50 (83.33%) 28 (93.33%) 17 (56.67%) 

Competence 11 16 7 7 0 0.70 (23.33%) 7 (23.33%) 0 (0.00%) 

Competence 12 0 7 11 12 2.16 (72.00%) 23 (76.67%) 12 (40.00%) 
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Our subjects, therefore, appear confident in fostering open-minded and respectful relationships in their 
classrooms, but communication with pupils’ families seems to be very difficult for them. This result may 
be linked to language difficulties, with the parents who are not French-speaking. The relative weakness 
of the scores for competence 8 supports this hypothesis (“recognizing and responding to the 
communicative and cultural aspects of language(s) used in school“: mean of 1.86 (/3) or 62.00%). 

However, we think that other factors are probably related to these communication difficulties. Indeed, 
18 teachers (60.00%) confirm that they maintain contact with pupils’ parents by organizing regular 
meetings and only 6 (20.00%) admit having no contact with them. 10 teachers (33.33%) try to involve 
parents in school activities and 5 (16.67%) report going to meet them in their center for asylum-seekers. 
Special language arrangements are available in many cases: 20 teachers (66.67%) say that they may 
use the assistance of an interpreter, but only 4 (13.33%) report the existence of foreign-language 
documents for parents in their school. These results, however, show that teachers really try to involve 
parents in their children's schooling and in the school's collective projects despite various encountered 
difficulties. 

3.2.4 Cluster 3: management and teaching 
When we analyze more precisely the results of the six competences in the third cluster (see Table 5), 
we can observe that teachers feel more competent about “establishing a participatory, inclusive and 
safe learning environment” (competence 14) and “selecting and modifying teaching methods for the 
learning needs of pupils” (competence15): the mean scores are indeed respectively 2.56 (/3) - 85.33% 
and 2.43 (/3) - 81.00%. The competence 14 collects the higher percentage of teachers who declare 
being fully competent (18/30 or 60.00%).  

On the other hand, “using a variety of approaches to culturally sensitive teaching and assessment” 
(competence 17) is associated with the weakest mean score: 1.23 (/3) or 41.00%, and only two teachers 
(6.67%) think that they are fully competent. 

These results show once again the concern of our subjects to establish a serene learning environment 
for all their pupils. We can, however, note that they favor an individualized adaptation of their educational 
activities without really being able to consider the specific cultural context of these newcomer pupils. 

Table 5. Specific results for the competences of cluster 3. 

 Scores Teachers feeling 
competent 

Teachers feeling 
fully competent  0 1 2 3 Mean 

Competence 13 1 10 12 7 1,83 (61.00%) 19 (63.33%) 7 (23.33%) 

Competence 14 0 1 11 18 2,56 (85.33%) 29 (96.67%) 18 (60.00%) 

Competence 15 0 1 15 14 2,43 (81.00%) 29 (96.67%) 14 (46.67%) 

Competence 16 3 9 11 7 1,73 (57.67%) 18 (60.00%) 7 (23.33%) 

Competence 17 4 17 7 2 1,23 (41.00%) 9 (30.00%) 2 (6.67%) 

Competence 18 0 5 17 8 2,10 (70.00%) 25 (83.33%) 8 (26.67%) 

3.3 Teachers’ sense of self-efficacy 
The results of the Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale of Tschannen-Moran & Woolfolk Hoy (French 
version translated by De Stercke, Temperman, De Lièvre & Lacocque) show that the teachers of 
bridging classes have a quite positive and homogeneous sense of self-efficacy. Globally, their scores 
reach a mean of 6.99 (/9) (or 77.67%), with few variabilities (SD: 1.04). 

As shown in Table 6, we can, however, highlight that two pedagogical skills make them feel more 
efficient: “instructional practices” (7.11 (/9) - 78.98%) and “classroom management” (7.05 (/9) - 78.33%), 
while “student engagement” is a little more challenging for our subjects (6.80 (/9) - 75.56%). 
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Table 6. Results of the Teachers’ Sense of Efficacy Scale. 

 Mean SD % 
Student Engagement 6.80 1.29 75.56 

Instructional Practices 7.11 0.99 78.98 

Classroom Management 7.05 1.05 78.33 

Global Self-Efficacy 6.99 1.04 77.67 

These results are in coherence with the precedents ones. The relative weakness linked with the sense 
of efficacy in “student engagement” can be explained by the difficult contacts the teachers still have with 
families (item about their ability to “assist families in helping their children do well in school”). The fact 
that they feel less effective “to motivate students who show low interest in school work” and “to get 
students to believe they can do well in school work” may show that they are aware of the difficulty of 
their specific educative mission. 

4 CONCLUSIONS 
Welcoming newcomer pupils from different cultural backgrounds is a complex pedagogical assignment 
for the teachers working in bridging classes. They are indeed obliged to develop intercultural 
competences in addition to the classical general pedagogical skills they are supposed to master, while 
courses about how to manage cultural diversity are rarely included in their initial training program. 

During this research, we evaluate the sense of intercultural competence and the sense of self-efficacy 
of 30 teachers involved in bridging classes in the French-speaking part of Belgium. Most of them are 
confronted with newcomer pupils mainly coming from various countries in a war situation that led to new 
waves of migration to Europe (from Syria, Iraq…). 

Our results show that these teachers seem to focus their pedagogical effectiveness on their ability to 
respond to the diversity of pupils’ needs by individual adaptation of their practices (lessons, 
assessments, personal relations...) and to manage social relations in the classroom by creating a 
respectful climate between the pupils. They acknowledge that they have more difficulty in taking cultural 
factors into account to adapt their pedagogical methods. In fact, they are indeed compelled to manage 
the pupils’ diversity in a pragmatic way because they are not professionally trained to do it. The 
experience, however, strengthens their self-efficacy, even if their relations with pupils’ families remain 
difficult. 

Finally, they ask for diverse pedagogical improvements that would enable them to promote school 
inclusion in a longer term, to feel more effective in their welcoming mission, and to ensure better 
opportunities for empowering newcomer pupils through education. They agree that they must continue 
their training and think that better collaboration with their colleagues working in other bridging classes 
could provide them effective support. 
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