
1 

Intercultural Communicative Education: Bosnia as a Case Study  
Using Education To Bring People Together, Prevent Violence 
Sonia Lunn 
 

20 years after the war in Bosnia, neighborhoods and schools are even more segregated 
than ever.  The United Nations (UN) suggests increased Intercultural Communicative 1

Competence (ICC) in students could bring cohesiveness to societies in similar situations saying 
they “wish to promote Intercultural Education in interests of peace and understanding.”  ICC is a 2

method of teaching focused on cultural knowledge, skills and attitudes needed for effective 
intercultural communication. ICC teaches empathy and cross-cultural understanding to students 
and prepares them to be active citizens and ambassadors for peace across diverse cultural 
backgrounds.  Research touting the benefits of ICC exists, but there has yet to be mass 3

implementation in the region.  This study seeks to provide a research backed means of bridging 4

this implementation gap. 
ICC has failed to become widely utilized as it is not easily accessible for teachers in BiH. 

ICC is also very distinct with its student-centered focus, as compared to the traditional 
post-soviet educational style common in Bosnia. Research conducted by Larrisa in the Sarajevo 
Canton on English Teachers  found resources on how to teach intercultural education to be 
desired, but lacking.  This is partly because a user-friendly methodology of ICC is critically 5

missing from literature on ICC. This is a key problem this investigation seeks to address. Access 
to the materials and adequate time for integration into lessons is crucial for implementation to be 
successful. 

ICC education is especially critical in Bosnia, where ethnic tension and  political 
instability are rising in the wake of the Bosnian war of the 1990’s . Not only is ICC especially 6

hard to implement, but current, government mandated, curriculum is used as a tool to increase 
nationalism and drive a state-sanctioned wedge into existing ethnic cleavages.   7

To teach ICC and maximize the potential impact on the education system, this study 
provides a complete ICC teaching manual. If approved, the manual’s distribution will begin with 
student teachers at the University of Sarajevo. Additionally, the project aims to continue bringing 
ICC education to children in Sarajevo and ICC teaching skills to participating student teachers 
from both the College of William & Mary and the University of Sarajevo.   8

To identify effective ICC lesson plans, data was drawn from “The Bosnia Project” 
teacher observations and student feedback after every ICC-focused lesson taught over the course 
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of four weeks. The Bosnia Project, locally known as the ABC Project, invites motivated students 
ages 8-13 from local schools to participate in an English-immersion, ICC-focused educational 
program.   Lessons found to be the most effective  are compiled into a manual using teacher 9

observations and student feedback from before and after each ICC lesson was taught. Student 
examples, personal narratives, relevant teaching materials, and more (designed to make 
implementation intuitive) accompany selected lessons.  

The dimensions and implications of ICC, reasons why Bosnia is a prime candidate for 
this study are elaborated on in the following section. Methodology and resulting lessons, will 
also be mentioned. In the interest of brevity, the complete manual is available at the included 
web address.  
Lit Review  

Intercultural Communicative Competence (ICC) is an awareness of how one can 
successfully interact with other cultures with respect to the specific context of the individual’s 
own culture.   10

 The integration of ICC into the education system is strongly supported by the European 
Council, UNESCO, the World Programme Human Rights Education and the Office of the United 
Nations High Commissioner for Human Rights (UN OHCHR). Implementing ICC education is 
in the Bosnian government's best interest, as it would move the country closer to its goal of EU 
integration.  Research also suggests ICC education may boost overall school performance. 

The objective of ICC teaching is to teach the kids to become critically thinking, active 
citizens who may act as ambassadors for peace across ethnic divides. These lessons will help 
students think critically and challenge biased information. In Bosnia specifically, where the 
government uses distinct ethnically-biased textbooks to divide children from a young age. A 
student with an ICC education may be a catalyst to start shifting conversations surrounding 
social divides. For this to work, ICC education should be a holistic approach to education. 
Lessons must empower students to stand up for those who are mistreated and reach across social 
divides to find common ground with others.  11

To achieve these goals, ICC education is broken down into the three dimensions: cultural 
knowledge, attitudes and skills.  “Knowledge” refers to the ability to understand diverse ways of 
life and the sociocultural contexts in which a language is spoken.  Students apply this 12

knowledge; comparing and contrasting the culture in question with the student’s own 
community.  The “skills” dimension implies that students should be able to interpret and 
communicate with another community; including formal language, cultural quos and body 
language. These skills are to be used to interact in different situations and adapt to dynamic 
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cultural contexts.  Lastly, “attitudes” refer to the student’s way of thinking including their 13

character, values and critical awareness of themselves as well as those of different cultures . 14

This dimension builds students’ cultural/contextual self awareness and leads to greater 
acceptance of other cultures.   ICC education “respects the cultural identity of the learner 
through… culturally appropriate and responsive education for all.”  Further, taught with a focus 15

on local culture, ICC education aims to empower the population--an important objective in 
Sarajevo, where economic hardship, political corruption and a long history of violence have 
critically disempowered the population .  16

Promoting a cohesive and empowered population is considered a priority in BiH’s 
post-conflict nation building; especially as ethnic tensions in the region date back over 1,000 
years of history.   The longevity of this problem along with the very personal nature (neighbors 17

fighting against neighbors) of the most recent war have left many Bosnians with deep emotional 
scars.  Divides like these are heavily ingrained in society and not easily reversed by policy 18

decisions or foreign aid.  Today’s youth are being brought up in a deeply divided society with 19

everyday reminders of the war.  ICC education benefits society by combating separatism within 20

society--which politicians, historically, have used to incite violence.  21

The education system is an ideal battlefield to stand up against politicians’ attempts to 
further separate and increase nationalistic tendencies among the various ethnic groups in Bosnia. 
Current political parties create ethnically distinct curricula with the explicit goal of enforcing 
nationalistic views.  Schools are more segregated than ever; some are even segregated within 22

the same building (called “two schools under one roof”), where children learn history, 
geography, music, religion and language classes according to their ethnic background.   23

The school system is the most visible tool for shaping society.  While it can be used for 24

evil, it can also be used to open the minds of young people and to start to shift conversation 
surrounding ethnic divides. The ethnically backed parties are the Bosniaks, Serbo-Bosnians, and 
Croats. Each party tells the history of the war, among other things, in a way that is favorable to 
their political agenda. Thus, children grow up, largely separated from children of different 
backgrounds, learning how other ethnic groups slighted their own community during the war. 
Many of their parents still have PTSD from the siege on Sarajevo and buildings bare bullet hole 
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and shelling scars all over the city. On top of that, children are instructed to speak only the 
language considered ethnically appropriate for them.  If this kind of prejudice continues to go 25

unchecked in the school system, there is little hope for improvement. Schools are a battleground 
for peace, and fighting back against curricula dictated by hate and politics must be a priority.  

For systemic change to happen, the resources must first be developed through rigorous 
research and compiled; this is where the ABC project comes into play.  The ABC project is a 
summer program started in 1998, 2 years after the end of the war.  There are 4 groups-- two 26

older (10-13 years), two younger (8-10 years)--participating in the project. A co-teaching pair 
from the University of Sarajevo (in Sarajevo, Bosnia) and The College of William & Mary (in 
Williamsburg, Virginia, USA) lead each group according to lessons they have developed 
together. The program is ideal for this research because it is privately funded and organized to 
encourage a non-formal education style.  This allowed for a lot more freedom to develop and 27

revise the curricula and organization of the project to fit the goals of the project (including 
conducting research of the project’s effectiveness in promoting ICC. This much freedom to try 
out new methods would be unlikely in formal classroom settings.  

The Bosnia Project has been English-immersion since its origin  This is beneficial 28

because, according to UNESCO, language classes are a natural place to begin implementing ICC 
education.  Language learners make for good ambassadors of peace as they can communicate 29

with those in their own community and those who speak the target language.  Language 30

learning is also inherently intercultural and languages themselves reflect much about a 
community's culture and history.   31

The English immersion aspect of the program affects who participates in the project and, 
therefore, who participated in this research. Students, ages 8-13, were presented with the 
opportunity to apply to the free program during English class at local public and private schools 
that allowed the project directors to present to classes. Many schools were contacted, so as to 
cast a wide net, but only a handful were responsive. Many students also knew about the program 
from previously participating in it. These students, spread amongst the four groups, already had 
some experience with the format of ICC teaching. 
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Methods and Methodological Limitations 
Lázár--an expert on ICC and language teaching methodology and lecturer at Eötvös 

Loránd University in Budapest, Hungary-- developed a detailed scale on which each of the 
aforementioned dimensions of ICC may be ranked as high, medium and low (see appendix).  32

Co-teaching pairs from each  group use this scale to record observed ICC levels of the class 
before and after each ICC lesson was taught. Additionally, the participants were asked to answer 
questions about the topic of the lesson before and after each class. These were used to determine 
their level of growth in ICC throughout the lesson.  

Student feedback was heavily considered for  the final prioritization of lessons. However, 
since the majority of the youngest students’ responses were illegible-- the younger group’s final 
lesson prioritization was done based on the quality of student work created during the lessons. 
Student work was considered, to a lesser degree, in choosing lessons from the older groups as 
well.  

ICC is fundamentally related to the student’s own culture as well as the target 
community.  Thus, a portion of the lessons taught in the ABC project were specifically relevant 33

to Sarajevo. These lessons were described in the manual such that any culturally relevant 
examples can be used for the included lessons-- to give the guide potential to spread into 
different geographic regions.  Results are specific to Bosnia but written in a format to be 
adaptable to many cultural contexts. 

This study is limited to the size and resources provided by the ABC project because 
research could not be done in the formal classroom. Each group tested a unique group of lesson 
plans. This increased the number of lessons available to select from.. More groups to 
simultaneously test the same lessons would  be ideal. However, freedom to change lesson plans 
to fit the student’s needs allowed for more personal and beneficial experience for participants. 

Additionally, there were many hiccups, as often occurs in field research including young 
children. Most significantly, the younger students’ responses to the “entry tickets” (pre-lesson 
questions) and “exit tickets (post-lesson question) were overwhelmingly illegible. Therefore, 
methodology had to be adapted to use student works in place of the originally designed method 
of student feedback. Disciplinary issues presented a problem as children occasionally derailed 
lesson plans. Further, as this project is held during the summer vacation months. Absences due to 
family vacation, issues getting to the center, and prior commitments made class attendance less 
reliable than in a formal education setting.  
Teaching ICC  

ICC education is best implemented with a holistic approach aimed at creating productive, 
respectful, and active citizens. Many of the lessons are student-centered, focused on encouraging 
critical thinking and empathy for people from different communities. Cultural knowledge is 
taught with a focus on marginalized communities in the host community (for example, the Roma 
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population in Sarajevo).   Attitudes encourage empathy and open mindedness about different 34

cultures, challenging existing prejudices and discouraging acts of discrimination that may be 
normalized in the host community.  Skills are taught through the English immersion component 35

of the program as well as through lessons focused on compromise between differently motivated 
actors and non-verbal communication.   36

The manual is broken up into four sub-categories of tolerance/diversity, ecology, 
community, peace/ nonviolent communication.  

To view the full text of the resulting teaching manual see the online appendix at 
XXXXXXXX.  
Discussion  

Creating the resources to teach ICC is only half the battle;the implementation problem 
still needs to be tackled. The manual must be promoted and used in the classroom or it cannot 
affect systemic change. To get the manual into the hands of teachers, distribution will start with 
graduating student teachers at the University of Sarajevo. Along with the document they will 
receive instruction on how to teach ICC from local partners who are professors at the University. 
New teachers are encouraged to spread these teaching methods to other teachers in their schools 
via a bottom-up approach. Additionally, student teachers co-teach ICC lessons during the ABC 
project and take that experience with them into the formal classroom. ICC education workshops, 
accompanied by a copy of this document, provide educators with all necessities to teach the 
lessons. The manual is user friendly with everything included except materials for lessons that 
require them, which are clearly listed out and low in cost in order to lower barriers to 
implementation.  

Many additions to the manual promote implementation. First, the document is formatted 
so as to make everything as accessible as possible. Lessons are set up in a user-friendly format, 
split up by theme, with teaching materials (including activity worksheets, student work 
examples, and photocopiable handouts) included and personal narratives with tips and comments 
about each lesson. These measures are important to encourage actual use of this research; 
Implementation of ICC in Bosnia, as previously discussed, comes with many institutional 
barriers. 

The true success of this document and selected lessons can only be measured by studying 
the impact of this project in schools using the lessons; this should be a priority for further 
research. An additional suggestion for follow up research includes re-formatting entry and exit 
tickets so as to ensure usable results from even the youngest of children.  

The 2017 ABC project co teachers are in the process of reevaluating the lessons that were 
found most effective and taking recommendations made from this summer, 2016, study to 
further test findings of this study.  

34Byram, 1997 
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