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UNACCOMPANIED FOREIGN MINORS PREPARING
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Abstract: The dual transition—ecological and digital—requires a profound
cultural shift. It’s not about modifying individual behaviors but promoting
collective change. In a growing interethnic landscape, intercultural
education plays a strategic role in civic education and global ecological and
technological skills. From this perspective, educational settings that
welcome unaccompanied foreign minors may be relevant, although they
have remained understudied. The aim of the research, conducted with
educators at a reception center for UFM in Italy, is to identify best practices
for overcoming disadvantage and promoting the inclusion of UFM in
secondary schools through multilingual digital classroom-labs and
experiential learning workshops, such as those on horticulture and
ecological and civic education. The educational community is configured
as a micro-laboratory of the dual transition, where sustainability and
digital innovation intertwine to build intercultural citizenship.

Keywords: twin transition, ecological sustainability, digitalization, civic
education, Unaccompanied Foreign Minors (UFM).
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Introduction

The twin transition — ecological and digital — represents a
global educational commitment to developing new citizens capable
of consciously addressing the challenges posed by environmental
crises, social inequalities, and technological advances. To bring
about significant changes geared toward sustainability and the
beneficial use of digital technology, educational action cannot be
limited to formal school settings but must also involve non-school
educational environments, which are often overlooked in
pedagogical debate. This study examines a digital preschool civic
and environmental education laboratory within a reception center
for unaccompanied foreign minors (UFM) in Italy. The research aims
to explore the challenges and opportunities posed by the twin
transition in marginalized educational contexts, demonstrating how
these fragile spaces can become privileged places to experiment with
innovative forms of teaching, coexistence, and inclusion.

1. Literature review and Research question

The contemporary educational landscape is challenged by
two processes: the increase in students with heterogeneous cultural
backgrounds and the pervasive digitalization of educational
processes (Walsh, 2023; Pacific Learning, 2025). Growing
multiculturalism calls for new forms of coexistence, which are not
limited to respecting differences, but rather to their valorization
(Péllmann, 2025; Rozzi et al., 2023); while technological evolution is
redefining learning methods, times and spaces (Khursanboeva,
2025), pushing to broaden the concept of sustainability, recognizing
the interconnection between environment and culture (Brossard
Beorhaug & Kezaride Dansholm, 2025). Wallenhorst & Wulf (2023),
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as well as Rozzi et al. (2023), highlight the need for an education
oriented towards the formation of citizens attentive to global
interdependence, aware of environmental and social inequalities
(Marcelli & Salerno, 2024). International legislation and numerous
studies recognize the need to educate young people for complex and
interconnected global citizenship, imparting appropriate relational,
ethical, and civic knowledge and skills (UNESCO, 2018; West et al.,
2024). The intersectional approach encourages a flexible vision of
diversity, recognizing the plurality of elements that define each
student’s identity (Gross & Portera, 2025). The literature on
multilingualism in the classroom highlights how appropriate
technological support can bridge communication gaps and facilitate
cooperative learning and intercultural dialogue (Mendoza, 2023).
Research mostly explores formal educational contexts, while
alternative educational environments, such as centers that host
foreign minors and offer them compensatory preschool programs,
thus building a bridge with the school system, remain
underexplored (Gentilozzi, Cuccaro & Creati, 2025). Furthermore,
sustainability, digitalization, and global citizenship education are
often studied separately, without considering their transformative
potential when implemented in an integrated manner (Morin, 1985).

This research contributes to the study of these understudied
contexts by highlighting good educational practices that connect
cultural sustainability, digitalization, and daily coexistence, and
which can be replicated in other educational contexts (Salerno,
2025). The research aims to answer the question: how can twin
transition (digital and ecological) be implemented within
marginalized and intercultural educational contexts, transforming
them into laboratories of educational innovation and social
inclusion, capable of training foreign minors to be active and
competent citizens for the challenges of the future?
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2. Methodology and context of the study

The research was conducted between January 2023 and
January 2024 in an educational community in Northern Italy, which
hosts 88 UFMs, nine times more than other communities in the
region.

The Italian legal system guarantees UFMs the right to
education, equal to Italian minors (Italia, 1991). In practice,
however, the entry of UFMs into education, particularly higher
education, is hindered or prevented by systemic shortcomings and
inefficiencies (Santagati, Barzaghi, & Ferrari, 2024). Furthermore,
newly admitted UFMs rarely have the skills necessary for successful
integration into mainstream education (Salerno, 2024).

The educational community has established an internal
laboratory to prepare preschool students awaiting admission to
institutional programs and to offer an alternative to those unable to
access them. Activities include language literacy workshops, civic
and environmental education, and professional development
workshops in agriculture, IT, maintenance, and cooking. Classes are
composed of children from diverse ethnic backgrounds (Pakistan,
Bangladesh, Afghanistan, Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt, Albania,
Kosovo), and the activities are led by teachers of diverse origins
(Pakistan, Lebanon, Palestine, and Italy) with the aid of
technological tools, used as a compensatory tool to bridge the
language gap. This allows for the observation of the three
dimensions highlighted in the literature (environmental
sustainability, digital transition, and global citizenship) in the
dynamics of intercultural coexistence, both within formal (internal
laboratory) and informal (community life) contexts.

The selection of participants followed the principle of
theoretical sampling (Glaser & Strauss, 1967), involving part of the
internal staff: 4 teachers (I), 4 cultural mediators (M), 12 educators
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(E), and 1 area manager for the school and work placement of the
minors in the care home (R). The research followed a qualitative
approach (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Glaser & Strauss, 1967), with
narrative and dialogic interviews (Charmaz, 2014). The initial data
collection and organization was conducted based on Thematic
Analysis, aimed at highlighting recurring patterns with respect to
the themes analyzed (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The entire process
respected the ethical principles of qualitative research: signed
informed consent, guarantee of anonymity and confidentiality, right
to withdraw at any time, and return of partial results for validation
by the participants.

3. Results

To answer the research question, we decided to begin by
investigating the dimensions in which cultural diversity manifests
itself within the context examined (Table 1). Indeed, cultural
diversity is a structural element in today’s educational landscape;
therefore, understanding its challenges and implications is essential
to designing targeted and inclusive interventions. Teaching that fails
to take into account the different languages, values, backgrounds,
and needs of minors risks compromising learning opportunities,
fueling marginalization.
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Table 1: Dimensions of cultural diversity and related pedagogical challenges

Dimensions of Main Quotes Dimensions of
cultural diversity | pedagogical cultural diversity
challenges
identified
Communication Language and “[...] requires a Communication
codes cultural barriers constant effort of | codes
mediation” (I3)
Value systems Different school “[...] they must Value systems
systems (values, orient
methods and themselves in
contents) the new context”
(M3)
Educational Absent, “risk of Educational
background discontinuous, or | marginalizing background
unclear the minor with
educational respect to his
pathways real abilities”
(E4)
Training needs Migration timing “There is a lack Training needs
and skills not of short and
aligned with the flexible training
school cycle courses” (R1)

A second recurring theme in the interviews concerned the
barriers to UFM inclusion in institutional school curricula, linked to
the digitalization of administrative and teaching processes (Table 2).
Digitalization is now an implicit condition for access to public
schools, from enrollment to the management of teaching materials
to communication with families. Faced with rigid and automated
systems, technology can generate digital barriers and errors that
exclude those who are already vulnerable or lack adequate skills or
tools. Analyzing this aspect allowed us to investigate the connection
between the technical dimension (access to and use of technology)
and other structural, linguistic, or bureaucratic weaknesses of UFM,
demonstrating that it is not technology itself that causes exclusion,
but rather the lack of inclusive and corrective strategies.

78



Vincenzo Salerno

DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES FOR ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION AND CIVIC ENGAGE-MENT: A
CASE STUDY ON A PRE-SECONDARY PATHWAY FOR UNACCOMPANIED FOREIGN MINORS
PREPARING FOR ENTRY INTO HIGH SCHOOL

Table 2: Vulnerability factors in the digital transition of UFMs within institutional
school curricula

Technical Structural Main challenges Quotes
dimension fragility encountered
Use of digital Unaccompanied Lack of specific “They struggle to
tools minors with low digital literacy use computers,
digital and courses for email, or online
linguistic skills unaccompanied platforms. They
minors don’t understand
instructions.”
(R1)
Digital Errors, Technical errors “they are not
bureaucratic malfunctions and prevent registered
barriers lack of corrective unaccompanied because their tax
protocols minors from code is not
enrolling in school recognised by the
school
secretariat’s
computer

systems” (E11)

Teacher training

Lack of training on
the effective and
inclusive use of

Teachers unprepared

to use digital tools

with unaccompanied

“Teachers do not
have specific
training in using

lack of translations,
simplifications or
visual aids

technology in minors digital tools with
intercultural newly arrived
contexts foreign
students.” (R1)
Access to Unaccompanied The inability to “excludes them
devices and minors arrive in access digital devices | from
network Italy with limited or | severely limits school | participating in
no access to digital | participation and online lessons or
devices; autonomy in accessing
communities do not | studying teaching
always have the materials” (M4)
resources to obtain
them.
Accessible Inadequate Materials that are “The materials
teaching provision for incomprehensible to | are not designed
materials unaccompanied unaccompanied for students who
minors (MSNA) minors, excluding do not know
students due to the | them from learning Italian” (E9)

and reducing their
motivation.

79



Vincenzo Salerno

DIGITAL TECHNOLOGIES FOR ENVIRONMENTAL EDUCATION AND CIVIC ENGAGEMENT: A
CASE STUDY ON A PRE-SECONDARY PATHWAY FOR UNACCOMPANIED FOREIGN MINORS
PREPARING FOR ENTRY INTO HIGH SCHOOL

After examining the challenges posed by cultural diversity
and digitalization, the analysis then focused on the strategies
implemented by the community to respond to these dynamics.
Interviews revealed that, to prepare UFMs for entry into digitalized
external contexts, the educational community integrates the use of
technology into daily practices and teaching (Table 3). Technology is
used here not only to provide minors with digital skills, but also as
a compensatory tool to bridge the language gap, considered a real
SEN, which hinders full comprehension and participation in
lessons.

Table 3: Digital technologies used by the educational community

Instrument Function Gap Filled
Google Translate Simultaneous written It allows communication
and vocal translation between different
languages
YouTube Practical tutorials It facilitates
understanding through
visual explanations
Google Meet Online meetings with Educational alliance with
parents families of
unaccompanied minors
Google Drive Collaborative writing Develop language, digital
and collaboration skills
Canva Creating graphic Enhances creativity and
presentations cultural identity
Quizlet Interactive games Simple and fun
vocabulary learning
Mentimeter Interactive surveys and It encourages
feedback participation even with
shyness or language
difficulties
Jamboard Collaborative digital Help those with low
whiteboard written literacy

To evaluate the impact of using technologies as a
compensatory tool, the analysis aimed to measure how they actually
acted in facilitating understanding and participation, offering
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students the opportunity to actively discuss sustainability issues
with teachers and among themselves, in a dialogical and inclusive
educational space, sharing knowledge, practices and values (Figure
1).

Figure 1: Impact of digitalization on UFM school participation

Impact of digitalization on the school participation of
unaccompanied minors

[Tt

0%

Ln
=
Ln

0%

Eattendance at lessans  active participation in -~ Scompleting exercises  positive school grades
=I50NS imdzpendently

= before digitization  =after digtization

Finally, to fully answer the research question, i.e. whether
and how twin transition can transform marginal contexts into
innovative educational places, it was deemed appropriate to observe
how the civic and ecological education laboratory, set up in a
dialogic and inclusive manner, influenced the behaviors of the
UFMs, extending the analysis also to the experience of everyday life,
understood as the daily coexistence of minors outside the
classroom, in informal and community moments, observing in their
behaviors the development of skills related to global citizenship
(UNESCO, 2018) (Table 4).
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Table 4: UNESCO indicators and findings observed in the educational community

No. Of
Size Indicator Observable example UFM (out
of 88)
He connects climate
Recognizes local-global change and his own
themes migratory experience 21
Can explain why there
Connect facts between are wars or inequalities
countries and peoples between states 17
Knows the meaning of
Knows rights and right/duty, e.g. the right
responsibilities to school 28
Cognitive Recognizes and names
Recognizes cultures, cultural differences
languages, religions among classmates 34
He questions situations
of injustice (e.g. ‘it’s not
Use critical thinking fair that...) 19
Search for information
Apply key skills (ICT, online using videos or
media) Wikipedia 16
Show a sense of Voluntarily participates
belonging in common activities 29
Show empathy and Help a friend in need
respect without being asked 33
Socio- Calls attention to
emotional Recognizes shared common rules (e.g. ‘no
values shouting’) 27
Respect other people’s
Attention to diversity traditions and religions
and justice even if they are different 36
Respect shifts,
Acts responsibly deliveries, materials 40
Participate in debates He expresses his opinion
and activities during a meeting 22
Behavioral Mediate between
Builds peace, resolves comrades in conflict
conflicts without acting violently 15
Points out an injustice
Fight inequalities or takes a stand 18
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Conclusion: discussion and suggestions for improvement

The results highlight that the language gap hinders
understanding and participation, limiting the development of key
skills for twin transition and the valorization of diverse experiences.
A useful approach that emerged is to treat this gap as a real SEN,
with compensatory digital tools (translation technologies, visual and
multilingual multimedia content). The results also show that UFMs
arrive in Italy with limited digital skills and little education on
sustainability in their countries of origin, requiring targeted
interventions to fill this gap. A proposal for improvement, addressed
to policymakers, involves the implementation of specific training
programs, in addition to unlocking currently inaccessible
institutional pathways.

A further reflection concerns the importance of enhancing
educational contexts currently overlooked in pedagogical debate.
Educational practices implemented in highly intercultural
environments, inhabited by multi-fragile learners, can be
transferred to other educational settings. At the same time,
communities can draw inspiration from the school context.

In an increasingly digitalized context, we must also pay
attention to the role of algorithms, which risk reintroducing
dominant cultural models and marginalizing less represented
cultures. Conscious use within intercultural contexts can represent
an opportunity to orient algorithms toward a more equitable vision.
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