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Abstract: Intercultural education in Greece has recently been brought to the foreground,
due to the worldwide migrant/refugee crisis. However, the COVID-19 pandemic outburst
in 2020 forced distance education and, hence, technology utilization upon all stakeholders.
In this regard, by adopting a qualitative approach and by exploring educational leaders’
representations, this paper aims to investigate whether intercultural and distance education
principles can be combined in order for students with a different cultural background to
continue attending their lessons, as most native students do. The findings of this study
demonstrate that intercultural principles are hard or in some cases impossible to be applied
in distance learning and consequently, refugee/migrant students end up falling behind or
being entirely excluded from the educational process.
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Intercultural education has been a subject of heated debate since it first appeared in Greece in the
1970s, when a great number of immigrant Greeks returned to the country to resettle (Trouki, 2012).
The repatriation of these populations led to the creation of intercultural schools, where all students are
immigrants and/or refugees, as well as to the creation of host classes within typical schools, where
immigrant and/or refugee students are divided into two groups, according to their knowledge of Greek
language and with a view to joining typical classes when they have reached the appropriate linguistic
level (Palaiologou & Dimitriadou, 2013; Trouki, 2012; Paleologou, 2004).

Although these school settings were firstly designed to support only Greek diaspora students, the
recent migration crisis has imposed their reformation in order for them to be able to accommodate all
students’ needs, regardless of their cultural background and origins (Pandolfini, 2016; Palaiologou &
Dimitriadou, 2013; Paleologou, 2004). In this context and towards a more intercultural school, recent
research has shown that intercultural principles cannot fully and successfully be applied, without
implementing Information and Communication Technologies (ICT) (Pandolfini, 2016; Nikolopoulou
& Gialamas, 2015, 2016). ICT use during lessons enhances intercultural education, by promoting
interactions, creating a friendly class environment, as well as offering educational opportunities to all
students, while allowing them to maintain their cultural identity (Sakkoula & Kitsiou, 2021,
Pandolfini, 2016).

However, the Greek educational system seems to be unwilling and unprepared to both adequately
apply intercultural principles and utilize ICT for intercultural purposes, despite the numerous
educational benefits they offer (Nikolopoulou & Gialamas, 2015, 2016). On top of that, the outburst
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of the COVID-19 pandemic changed the educational reality, as distance education, and — therefore —
ICT utilization became obligatory, not only during the lockdown, but in any occasions where face-to-
face teaching is impossible or dangerous for students.

Hence, in this regard, by exploring the educational leadership’s representations, this paper aims to
examine whether and how intercultural principles are applied in the context of distance education,
during the COVID-19 pandemic with an emphasis on ICT use. The rest of the paper is organized as
follows: Section 2 presents related work, regarding the contribution of ICT to connecting intercultural
and distance education, as well as the school principal’s role in implementing both educational forms
with the use of ICT. Section 3 refers to research methodology that was adopted, while Section 4
presents the most important research findings. Finally, in Section 5, these findings are further
discussed and future research proposals are made.

Related Work

ICT: Connecting intercultural with distance education

According to Albugami and Ahmed (2015) and Uluyol and Sahin (2014), ICT implementation is the
future of education. ICT are valuable tools in the hands of educators worldwide, as they transform,
facilitate and differentiate the learning process, making it more appealing and accessible to both
teachers and students (Pandolfini, 2016). Additionally, they combine traditional with modern teaching
methods, bridging the gap between theory and practice, as well as between past, present and future
(Livingstone, 2011).

More specifically, ICT — when used for educational purposes — promote empathy and acceptance, as
they can bring different civilizations together and help students to further interact and, hence, embrace
difference (Ribeiro, 2016). Furthermore, ICT utilization is in accordance with student — centered
learning and the principles of constructivism, creating up-to-date curricula, which apply for every
student population (Kim, 2018). Actually, the impact of ICT extends from schools to society, as the
use of technology helps students develop their autonomy and become competitive citizens in the new
globalized and intercultural societies of the 21% century (Albugami & Ahmed, 2015; Powers & Green,
2016).

When it comes to intercultural, as well as distance education, ICT function supportively, as well.
Intercultural and distance education share a mutual philosophy and a common goal to include all
learners in the educational process, regardless of their location or cultural background (Kim, 2018;
Lionarakis et al., 2019). However, while in distance education ICT utilization, by eliminating the
physical distance between educators and students, becomes essential and unavoidable, (Lionarakis et
al., 2019; Tait, 2015), in intercultural education it is up to teachers and school principals whether they
will exploit technology or not (Nikolopoulou & Gialamas, 2015, 2016; Mingaine, 2013a, 2013b).

Taking the aforementioned findings into consideration, ICT utilization is in harmony with
intercultural principles, as well as a vital part of distance education (Lionarakis et al., 2019; Sipila,
2014; Tait, 2015). Therefore, technology can function as a connector between these two educational
forms, promoting social justice and enhancing interculturalism in cases, where face-to-face education
is impossible (Kim, 2018; Sipil4, 2014). As a result, distance and intercultural education — when
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combined — create a more inclusive school environment, which is accessible to all students, including
refugees and migrants not being able to attend typical schools, due to their life conditions, their
location and/or occasions, such as the current pandemic outburst (Kim, 2018; Sakkoula & Kitsiou,
2021).

“Digital” school leaders: From theory to practice

In respect to ICT utilization for intercultural purposes, school principals’ attitude seems to be of major
importance (Mingaine, 2013a, 2013b). Despite the fact that teachers also contribute to using
technology during lessons (Nikolopoulou & Gialamas, 2015, 2016), the school principal is the key-
factor, as they shape school policy and influence both teachers and students towards the creation of an
intercultural school (Mingaine, 2013a, 2013b). More specifically, they have multiple roles, as they
function both as administrators and leaders and they are responsible for bureaucratic matters related to
raising funds and finding equipment, as well as guiding/training their staff and maintaining a positive
and inclusive school atmosphere (Mingaine, 2013a, 2013b; Ottestad, 2013). Consequently, ICT use
depends on them and on the vision they have formed, regarding their school and the adopted practices
(Mingaine 2013a, 2013b; Sakkoula & Kitsiou, 2021).

Nevertheless, the leaders who apply intercultural principles share specific features. First of all, they
have high self-confidence and problem-solving skills, so they can adapt to new conditions and support
teachers, as well (Mingaine, 2013a, 2013b). Moreover, they believe in distributional leadership and
urge teachers and students to take on initiatives, in order to reform school settings with a view to
reforming society hereafter (Mingaine, 2013b; Ottestad, 2013). By recognizing the pedagogical value
of ICT, school principals open their school to the community and to the world, establish beneficial
cooperation and efficiently reach out to the (refugee/migrant) students’ families, building strong
communication bonds and including them in the educational process (Powers & Green, 2016).

Although most school principals are willing to utilize ICT, they are reluctant, due to the numerous
barriers they have to face (Mingaine, 2013a; Sakkoula & Kitsiou, 2021). A very serious problem
principals have to deal with is the lack of state support in terms of funding, as buying and maintaining
the equipment is rather costly (Livingstone, 2011). Furthermore, they haven’t been trained to use ICT
for educational (and/or intercultural) purposes, and apart from that, it is essential that they convince
the teachers, who don’t want to use technology, because of their own perceptions and emaotions,
regarding ICT effectiveness (Sakkoula & Kitsiou, 2021).

All things considered, when it comes to combining distance and intercultural education, where ICT
utilization is obligatory, the already existing problems get worse and school principals end up carrying

the burden of their own difficulties, as well as teachers’ hesitations and the state’s inadequacies
(Sakkoula & Kitsiou, 2021).

Research Methodology

Research purpose & research questions

Although the relationship between distance education and ICT use (Lionarakis et al., 2019; Tait,
2015), as well as between intercultural education and ICT use (Pandolfini, 2016; Sipil&, 2014), has
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widely been investigated, there are no data regarding the intercultural features (if any) of distance
education (Sakkoula & Kitsiou, 2021). Furthermore, the fact that ICT aren’t adequately utilized in
Greek educational settings should be taken into consideration, as this can lead to distance education
not being fully or appropriately applied and thus causing serious problems to the learning process and
negatively affecting intercultural education as well (Nikolopoulou & Gialamas, 2015, 2016; Sakkoula
& Kitsiou, 2021).

In this regard, this article aims to investigate whether and/or how intercultural principles are applied
in distance education through ICT utilization, during the COVID-19 pandemic in Greece, by
exploring school principals’ representations. While previous research mostly focuses on ICT benefits
and drawbacks in general education (Albugami & Ahmed, 2015; Uluyol & Sahin, 2016;), this paper
offers an in-depth perspective and analysis of ICT utilization for intercultural purposes in distance
education, during the unprecedented conditions of the worldwide pandemic. Therefore, three research
questions were set to serve this purpose:

1. How do school principals perceive the educational value of ICT utilization for intercultural
purposes in distance education?

2. How do school principals perceive the disadvantages occurring due to ICT utilization for
intercultural purposes in distance education?

3. How do school principals perceive the barriers occurring during ICT utilization for intercultural
purposes in distance education?

Research sample & techniques

The current study was conducted during the first official lockdown in March and April, 2020, in
Athens. A qualitative approach was applied, as the researcher’s purpose was — by placing emphasis on
educational leaders’ representations — to deeply comprehend the conditions under which ICT are
utilized in order for intercultural and distance education to be combined and for schools to
accommodate all students’ educational needs (Crow et al., 2017). Additionally, the qualitative
approach is a flexible method, allowing further interactions between the researcher and the
participants, as well as enhancing participants’ self-reflections (Crow et al., 2017).

At the time of the study, 219 host classes within typical schools and 7 intercultural schools were
active in Athens. As already mentioned, students attending these classes/schools are divided into 2
groups, according to their language level (Trouki, 2012). Therefore, the sample was determined, by
using a purposive sampling technique and by choosing schools and/or classes where both groups had
been formed before and co-existed during the quarantine (Creswell, 2011). The semi-structured
interview was chosen as a research tool, as it allows the participants to analyze their views and
enables the researcher to maintain control of the process (Tsiolis, 2014).

Hence, the sample consisted of 15 school principals, leading intercultural schools or typical schools
with host classes (8 out of 15 lead primary schools with host classes, 4 out of 15 lead secondary
schools with host classes and 3 out of 15 lead intercultural secondary schools). The school principals’
age varied from 50 to 65 years old, while most participants were women (10 out of 15). As far as the
school population is concerned, according to the participants, the percentage of refugee students
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ranged between 30% (in typical schools) and 100% (in intercultural schools). Moreover, a common
feature of these schools — with the exception of 2 primary schools — was the lack of facilities and the
inability to provide teachers and (refugee/migrant) students with the technological equipment they
needed in order to attend their online lessons.

To better investigate the principals’ representations, an interview protocol was created, which places
emphasis on ICT role in enhancing the intercultural character of distance education. The interview
protocol was divided into 3 parts, in terms of the participants’ views, regarding the educational
benefits of using ICT for intercultural purposes in distance education, as well as the disadvantages and
barriers that occur within ICT use in the same context. The trustworthiness (validity and reliability) of
the study was established by the genuine communication between the researcher and the participants,
the accurate record-keeping, the researcher’s constant occupation with the topic, as well as the in-
depth data analysis, which allows the transferability of the results to other similar contexts (Lincoln &
Guba, 1985).

Findings

On the grounds that the researcher aimed to interpret the participants’ representations, concerning
interculturalism in distance education with the use of ICT, the interpretative approach of thematic data
analysis was applied (Clarke et al., 2015; Tsiolis, 2014). Data were grouped and codified, according
to the research purpose and research questions and, as a result, based on the mutual thematic centers
among the interviewees’ answers, five categories emerged: (a) enhancement of 21st century learner
skills through distance education and ICT use; (b) lack of equipment at home and/or school; (c) the
significance of teachers’ training; (d) the parental role; and () social isolation.

With regard to the first category, participants were asked about their opinions, regarding the effects of
distance education and extensive ICT use on students. The outcomes show that they are divided. More
specifically, 9 out of 15 principals believe that distance education — when appropriately applied — can
help students develop 21st century competencies, including interculturalism. As a primary school
principal mentioned: “In order for distance education to succeed, students must know how to use ICT,
which means handling the equipment, solve potential technological problems and co-exist and
collaborate with different people in a virtual world. These skills will be rather useful to them, as adult
citizens in modern societies”, while another one added that “what seems to be considered a problem
must be perceived as a chance. Most parents and students are technologically illiterate, not to mention
teachers. This should change and now it’s the time, as we are forced to adapt to this new way of
learning.” Additionally, a secondary school principal explained that “behind the screen they are all
equal and they share the same experiences, pretty much as it should be in real world, too. The color or
religion differences do not exist in online lessons.” These findings are in accordance with Powers and
Green (2016) and Albugami and Ahmed (2015), who support that ICT utilization in education
prepares students for their life in intercultural, globalized societies of the 21st century.

Nonetheless, 10 out of the 15 principals also pointed out that “in spite of these benefits, technology
can’t and mustn’t substitute teachers and face-to-face learning altogether.” Furthermore, “the most
important factor in learning is the teacher and traditional methods shouldn’t disappear. Technology is
subsidiary, distance education is a temporal solution in an emergency situation and should remain that
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way.” This evidence corroborates Powers and Green’s (2016) findings, regarding the importance of
combining ICT with traditional ways of teaching and not using it daily and exclusively.

As far as the second category is concerned, questions related to the existence of ICT facilities and
equipment at school and/or at home, as well as funding and state support were posed to participants. It
becomes obvious that the lack of technological equipment both at refugee students’ homes and
schools is of major importance. Thirteen out of 15 participants agreed that “the biggest problem is the
fact that refugee and migrant students sometimes live in places where there is no access to technology
at all. Not all refugee families have emails, laptops or mobile phones, either because they can’t afford
them or because their culture does not approve of them. So, it is hard for school to communicate with
them and of course, these students can’t attend online lessons.” Moreover, a principal of an
intercultural school stated that “the aftermath is obvious. Refugee students are already in a difficult
position. Without being able to attend online lessons, not only do they fall behind at schoolwork, but
the gap between them and native students, also, widens. During the lockdown, the effects of this
situation are detrimental, if you ask me.”

Schools, on the other hand, cannot accommodate refugee and migrant students’ needs, regarding ICT
provision, as 8 out of 15 interviewees mentioned that their schools don’t have more than one or two
computers, which are mostly used for administrative purposes. Two principals admitted that “some
refugee students come to school, asking for help. They are keen to attend the lessons and they want us
to provide them with laptops or tablets, but we barely have any,” while another one states that “this is
rather difficult for us. We would help them if we had the equipment or the funds, but you shouldn’t
forget that many of our teachers come to school for their online lessons. Schools don’t have that much
of equipment to serve all these needs and there is a huge lack of state care.” Lastly, some of the
participants conclude that “all these inequities preexisted the COVID-19 pandemic, but they have now
become even more obvious. Taking this aspect into account, there is no interculturalism in distance
education in Greece.” Therefore, as Sakkoula and Kitsiou (2021) and Mingaine (2013a, 2013b)
mention, students — mostly due to financial inequities — are not offered the same opportunities in ICT
access at home and at school, making it difficult for both distance and intercultural education to be
applied.

Regarding the third category, principals were asked questions about teacher training and its
importance in distance and intercultural education. Fourteen out of 15 principals admitted that training
is a crucial factor in both educational forms, as well as maintaining the intercultural character of
distance education, but they complained that there is no state or internal school care. As a principal
argued, “the state doesn’t give us any motivation to train, at all. The shortcoming is more than
obvious. Neither principals nor teachers are trained in intercultural education or ICT. Some of the
teachers are due to retire and don’t know how to use a laptop. How will they be able to teach online
effectively?” Nonetheless, only one participant claimed that he didn’t feel that he should act
differently, as “training is a personal initiative. I can’t force my teachers to train, as | am not trained
myself. The biggest needs have emerged due to the lockdown. Before that, training wasn’t even a
guestion. Should we train in something we haven’t chosen or supported?” Hence, as Nikolopoulou
and Gialamas (2015, 2016) have found, there is no state or internal school support regarding teachers’
training and motivation.
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With respect to the fourth and fifth categories, questions related to the disadvantages of distance
education and extensive ICT use in terms of unifying school community (including students, teachers,
parents and society) were posed. As far as the fourth category is concerned, my findings demonstrate
that parents’ online behavior may have a negative impact on refugee and/or migrant students. Seven
out of 15 participants stated that “an inevitable part of distance education is the use of social media, as
a means of communication and collaboration. Many parents participate in online group chats and
create a hostile atmosphere, which is imitated and transferred by students into the virtual class.” As a
result, “there is a huge increase in cyber-bullying, mostly affecting refugee and migrant students, as
parents openly admit to not accepting them at school” and “during the quarantine, all these behaviors
have worsened. What we have come to face is really unbelievable and parents are the ones to blame.”
These data corroborate Powers and Green’s (2016) findings concerning the increase of cyber-bullying
through ICT use and the existing literature regarding the parents’ role.

As far as the fifth category is concerned, all participants, with no exceptions, placed great emphasis on
the social isolation and the lack of communication, deriving from constant use of ICT combined with
the lockdown restrictions. More specifically, two of the participants said that “children have already
been addicted to technology and we try hard to make them leave their mobiles aside in face-to-face
teaching. Now, they can’t attend lessons without them, so this situation is just getting worse and
worse” and “this is a bidirectional issue that absolutely affects refugee students. When they don’t have
the essential equipment, they can’t be in touch with their classmates and friends and they lose their
social life, if any. When they have the equipment needed to attend the lessons, they spend their whole
day surfing the net on their own, without any limits.” Finally, school principals agreed that “this social
isolation makes migrants’ and refugees’ integration in school and society even more difficult.” Hence,
as Powers and Green (2016) have already concluded, overusing ICT for educational purposes can
negatively affect refugee and immigrant students’ social relationships and lead to their isolation.

Conclusions

In this paper, the intercultural character of distance education is being examined in the context of the
SARS-Cov-2 pandemic, whose consequences have changed the educational reality in Greece and
forced ICT utilization upon the learning process (Sakkoula & Kitsiou, 2021). The research findings
demonstrate that, despite the efforts schools make, maintaining an intercultural character in distance
education is rather difficult.

In respect to the first research question, | tried to examine the way school principals perceive the
educational value of ICT utilization within the combination of distance and intercultural education in
Greece. Most participants state that distance education is a great way for students, as well as
educators, to improve their skills, regarding interactions, communication, collaboration and
technological literacy, in general. Additionally, they highlight the equity, deriving from ICT use
during distance learning, as it eliminates cultural, color and religion differences, and hence, it
promotes respect and acceptance, which are essential elements of intercultural education. These
findings are consistent with those of Powers and Green (2016) and Albugami and Ahmed (2015), who
support that ICT implementation enhances intercultural education, as well as 21st century learner
skills. On the contrary, a few participants stand against the leading role of technology in education,
claiming that distance education and continuous ICT use aren’t beneficial. These principals, actually,
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maintain quite a passive attitude toward new pedagogical methods and changes, considering teachers
responsible for all aspects of educational process. These data corroborate Sakkoula and Kitsiou’s
(2021) findings regarding the principals’ passive perspective, whereas they are in contrast with
Mingaine (2013a, 2013b) concerning the principal’s being the key-person in ICT use for intercultural
purposes.

In relation to the second research question, the disadvantages occurring due to extended ICT
utilization in distance education mostly have to do with the social isolation of refugee and/or migrant
students and the increase of cyber bullying. Most participants report that refugee and/or migrant
students already face difficulties in their social life, because of their cultural differences, so, during
the lockdown, they end up either losing contact with their classmates, especially when they don’t have
access to ICT in order to attend the lessons, or spending their whole day online, seeking for emotional
comfort. In both cases, their social isolation leads to lack of intercultural communication and widens
the distance between them and native students. These findings complete previous work, supporting
that extended ICT use is not beneficial for (refugee/migrant) students, as it distracts them and
negatively influences their school performance and social life in the host country (Powers & Green,
2016).

Another important aspect, which is related to the second question, is the increase of cyber-bullying
because of the parents’ stance. My data demonstrate that there have been some online incidents on
social media and other applications, caused by parents, which are imitated by children and destroy the
friendly environment of online classes. Actually, principals state that parents who don’t generally
accept refugee and/or immigrant students exploit the lockdown and aim to exclude these children
from classes by creating a hostile atmosphere. This evidence is in agreement with Powers and Green
(2016) regarding the bullying that takes place online, while, it also is consistent with previous
literature, as the parental factor in online lessons seems to be a new research field in terms of
interculturalism.

With respect to the third question, participants agree that the two most important barriers occurring
during online lessons are the lack of equipment and the lack of teachers’ training. First of all, the lack
of equipment reflects Greece’s financial status and extends to both schools and refugee families. Most
refugees either live in places with no ICT access or can’t afford the essential equipment. On the other
hand, schools aren’t (adequately) equipped as well, and at the same time, they are obliged — when
needed — to provide teachers with the essential gadgets for their online lessons. Hence, refugee and/or
migrant students are excluded from the educational process and the cognitive and cultural distance
between them and Greek students becomes wider. These findings complete those of Mingaine (2013a,
2013b), who claims that there is no actual state support and that schools have to find the funds and
face the challenges without official help. Also, they add up to existing literature, since the inequities
in terms of ICT access, are being studied in the light of the worldwide pandemic and distance
learning.

Concerning the shortcoming in teachers’ training, it comes hand in hand with the lack of state care
and principals’ mainly passive attitude. According to principals, teachers take on the responsibility of
training themselves, by practicing alone or paying their participation to related programs, as there is
no state and/or in-school programming. Consequently, having no motivation or support, they avoid
training and especially, those who are close to retirement, leading themselves to rejecting ICT use and
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online lessons as well, due to their feelings of fear and insecurity. These findings are not completely
in line with previous work, as it is claimed that school principal is the most determining factor in
implementing ICT (Mingaine, 2013a, 2013b), whereas this isn’t the case for Greece, where teachers
seem to be on their own, during these efforts and cannot count on their superiors for support and
guidance.

In this paper, | tried to investigate whether and how intercultural principles are applied in distance
education with a focus on ICT utilization during the COVID-19 pandemic within Greek educational
settings. There is no intention to generalize the results, as the qualitative approach was adopted and
the sample was small and included only 15 principals, working in intercultural schools or schools with
host classes. Despite its limitations, this study illustrates the way distance and intercultural education
are combined in order for refugee and/or immigrant students to keep attending their lessons during the
lockdown. Firstly, it highlights the educational benefits of distance education in terms of enhancing
21% century learner skills, including interculturalism. Secondly, it presents new evidence regarding
native parents’ negative role in the relationships between native and refugee/immigrant students,
during online lessons. Thirdly, it underlines the problems intercultural education faces when
combined with distance education, concluding that there is no actual interculturalism in the latter and
that intercultural education is mostly theoretical in Greece (Palaiologou & Faas, 2012). While these
problems apply for every student population, refugee and immigrant students are more easily affected
and victimized, because of their cultural differences and background (Palaiologou & Faas, 2012). On
this basis, further research is proposed, applying a mixed methodological approach to a larger sample,
including refugee and immigrant students.
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