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Abstract

This study evaluates the role of non-formal education as a tool for the linguistic and
social inclusion of unaccompanied refugee and migrant adolescents in Greece. Even
though a significant number of unaccompanied minors are residing in reception centres
across the country, the research that already exists on their educational experiences is
very limited, especially in non-formal settings, as most studies focus on formal
education contexts. This is a qualitative research that aims to address this gap by
examining how participation in non-formal education programmes affects Greek
language acquisition and social inclusion, what teaching practices are followed, and
what challenges adolescents face in their language-learning experiences.

The research takes place in an NGO-operated reception centre in Thessaloniki, Greece,
called «To Xmitt Tng APZIXE» (“The House of ARSIS”) that offers accommodation for
unaccompanied teenage boys, aged 12 to 17. The research data was generated through
semi-structured interviews with ten adolescent participants (n=10) and three staff
members (a teacher, a social worker, and a caregiver) (n=3). Data were then analysed
using thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

The findings show that non-formal education plays a very important role in supporting
both language development and social inclusion, with culturally responsive and
translanguaging pedagogical practices that help create learners’ sense of belonging and
engagement. However, the study also identifies some challenges. When it comes to the
adolescents, there are mostly psychosocial issues, like worry about their families and
uncertainty about the future, and there are also some structural ones, such as
bureaucratic burden and unstable residency patterns, which can limit the impact of non-
formal education in this setting. Overall, the study contributes as it is already
mentioned, to an underdeveloped research area in the Greek context, by offering
potential impact on pedagogical practice and educational policy making within Europe
in contexts of reception centers.

Keywords: non-formal education, unaccompanied minors, refugee and migrant
adolescents, language acquisition, social inclusion, reception centers, Greece.
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Introduction

For at least a decade, education and forced displacements have become deeply
intertwined realities across Europe, as millions of children and adolescents leave their
homes due to conflict, persecution, and instability every year. In this situation, host
societies face the challenge of responding not only to the immediate needs of this
population but also to their educational needs and helping them find a place in their
new society. Greece as a primary entry point into the European Union, has received
large numbers of unaccompanied minors who reside in reception centres while they
wait for their asylum procedures. For these young people, the reception centre they stay
in becomes not only a shelter, but also a central site for their educational experience
and social interaction. Despite this reality, the experiences of unaccompanied minors
regarding their access to education and their social inclusion process are not addressed
much by research. The research literature that exists focuses more on formal schooling,
leaving behind non-formal education programmes that take place where these children
and adolescents live, they are a part of their everyday lives. That is a fact across most
European countries, but in Greece, even though the country hosts so many refugee and
migrant minors, the contribution of non-formal education is much more undocumented.

The present study seeks to contribute to filling this research gap. It evaluates the role
of non-formal education as a tool for the linguistic and social inclusion of
unaccompanied refugee and migrant adolescents in Greece. The research takes place in
an NGO-operated reception center in Thessaloniki, called «To Xmitt thng APZIZ» (“The
House of ARSIS), in which unaccompanied teenage boys aged 12 to 17 stay and it is
conducted by a researcher who also works as a Greek language teacher there, therefore
she has a dual role. Moreover, the research follows a qualitative approach, with data
generated through semi-structured interviews with ten adolescents and three staff
members, and it was analysed with the method of Thematic Analysis as put by Braun
and Clarke (2006). Something that also needs to be mentioned is that the research is
guided by four research questions that examine the influence of non-formal education
programmes in language acquisition and social inclusion of the unaccompanied refugee
and migrant adolescents, the language teaching practices and activities that take place
in the non-formal education programme, and what challenges the unaccompanied
adolescents face when they try to learn the Greek language. The study is separated into
four main chapters. First is the literature review, which lays the theoretical and
empirical background for the study, then the methodology chapter, which gives details
about the research design, participants, data creation, and ethical guidelines. It follows
the findings chapter, where the data gathered from the interviews is analysed and then
we have the discussion, the chapter that discusses the findings in light of the literature,
pointing out their implications for theory and practice. In the end, there is of course, a
conclusion for the whole study.



Literature Review

Nowadays, education faces new challenges, and it is deeply affected by them. One of
those challenges that creates the need for the field of education to reform and recenter,
it is forced displacement, as millions of children and adolescents are uprooted from
their homes each year by conflict, persecution, and instability. The question that arises
is how host societies respond not only to their survival needs but to their educational
needs as well. This issue concerns both the fields of language education and social
policy. In this broader landscape, especially unaccompanied refugee and migrant
adolescents are particularly vulnerable, as we are talking about young people who have
not only been displaced, but who have made a difficult journey without the protection
of a parent or legal guardian, and who arrive in host countries carrying the weight of
experiences that most of their peers will never encounter.

1. Refugee and Migrant Adolescents in Contemporary
Europe

In recent decades, Europe has experienced significant migratory movements due to war,
political instability, economic inequality, and humanitarian crises in different countries
all over the world. According to the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees
(UNHCR), millions of children and adolescents worldwide have been forcibly
displaced, with many seeking protection and stability in European countries. Among
these populations we can focus on refugee and migrant adolescents as they constitute a
particularly vulnerable group, because they often experience multiple forms of
exclusion in their host societies, that are associated with their displacement, interrupted
education, linguistic barriers, and social marginalisation.

Especially since the 2015 refugee crisis, Greece, along with other European countries
such as Italy and Germany, became a primary entry point for refugee and migrant
populations were arriving constantly by thousands and because of its geographical
location Greece played a key role as the external borders of the European Union.
Among the refugee and migrant population that arrived in Greece all those years a very
significant number is children and adolescents, many of those are also unaccompanied
or separated from their families. These young people frequently reside in reception
centres, temporary accommodation facilities, or NGO-supported housing structures
while awaiting asylum procedures or relocation.

Adolescence is, in general, a critical developmental stage, which is characterised by
identity formation and social belonging; for displaced adolescents, these processes are



further shaped by uncertainty and trauma, with educational experiences often
fragmented as a result (Dryden-Peterson, 2016). Although access to education is
recognised as a fundamental right for refugee and migrant children across Europe,
educational inclusion remains uneven, with delayed enrolment, insufficient language
support, and institutional barriers limiting participation, challenges that are amplified
for unaccompanied minors navigating these systems without family support (Koehler
& Schneider, 2019).

Language acquisition is one of the most important aspects of integration for this
population. Ager and Strang (2008) demonstrate that linguistic competence is strongly
connected to social participation and access to services, meaning that communication
difficulties can compound both educational and social exclusion. In response to the
limitations of formal schooling, non-formal educational initiatives, which are delivered
through NGOs, community organisations, and reception centres, have expanded
considerably across Europe, offering more flexible and learner-centred alternatives in
which language learning is connected to everyday communication and participation
(Kaukko & Wilkinson, 2020). However, research on how adolescent learners
themselves experience this provision, particularly within Greek reception centres,
remains limited. This research gap is important and it will be addressed in a following
section.

2. Formal Education and Its Limitations for Unaccompanied
Minors

Existing literature gives us a clear image of the relationship between forced
displacement and educational access. Unfortunately, despite the fact that education is
recognised as a fundamental right under the United Nations Convention on the Rights
of the Child, the reality for unaccompanied refugee and migrant adolescents is often
one of significant exclusion, delay, and mismatch between institutional provision and
individual need. Formal schooling plays an important role of course in integration
policy, however it often fails to respond adequately to the specific needs of this
population. Understanding the limitations Formal Education has for unaccompanied
minors, is essential in order to appreciate the reason why non-formal education has
emerged so fast in recent years as a critical complementary provision, particularly
within reception center contexts such as the one examined in this study.

2.1 Barriers to Access: Administrative, Linguistic, and Psychosocial

One of the most immediate obstacles unaccompanied minors face when they arrive in
a host country, such as Greece, is the administrative complexity of enrolling in formal
education. Lengthy asylum procedures, uncertain legal status, and the bureaucratic
demands of registration regularly produce long periods during which adolescents have
no access to any form of schooling whatsoever (Dryden-Peterson, 2016). These delays
are not just logical inconveniences, but they represent critical gaps in educational
trajectories at a developmental stage where continuity of learning matters considerably.
Linguistic exclusion presents a further challenge, because most unaccompanied minors
arrive with little or no Greek proficiency and Greek formal schools are rarely equipped



to provide the intensive language support needed before meaningful participation
becomes possible (Sedmak, Sauer & Gornik, 2021). Many times, due to lack of proper
provision, these adolescents are placed in mainstream classrooms where they access the
curriculum, which can make them feel frustrated and in a lot of cases it leads them to
leave school early.

Another barrier is the psychosocial dimension of this exclusion. Unaccompanied
minors commonly experience multiple forms of adversity before and during migration,
such as family separation, exposure to conflict, and the dangers of irregular border
crossing (Mishra et al., 2020). The psychological aftereffects are symptoms like post-
traumatic stress, anxiety, and depression, which can affect their capacity to engage with
formal learning environments. Mainstream classrooms, designed for learners in stable
circumstances, rarely offer the trauma-sensitive support this population needs (Palanac,
2019), producing a mismatch between the learner's emotional state and the demands of
formal schooling.

2.2.The Greek Formal Education System and Its Response to Refugee
Learners

Greece has faced significant pressure from refugee arrivals relative to its institutional
capacity, and its formal education system has struggled to adapt accordingly (Ince-
Beqo, Roussakis & Sergi, 2025). While legislative provisions for enrolling refugee
children in Greek schools exist, implementation has been inconsistent. Simopoulos and
Magos (2020) report that Greek teachers frequently feel underprepared and under-
resourced when working with refugee and migrant learners, citing insufficient training
in intercultural pedagogy and large class sizes that make differentiated instruction
difficult. Stathopoulou et al. (2025) similarly document how structural constraints
prevent even motivated and skilled educators from providing the individualised support
their students need.

2.3 Structural Mismatch and the Gap Formal Schooling Leaves

Another one of the limitations of formal education is structural logic of age-based grade
placement. In Greece, as in most European countries, students are assigned to school
years by chronological age rather than educational level, meaning that adolescents with
interrupted schooling are often placed in classes whose demands far exceed their
current capabilities (Sedmak, Sauer & Gornik, 2021). This is frustrating mismatch that
can undermine motivation and we see that reception centres. Furthermore, we see that
reception centres typically have heterogeneous groups of students and, such age-
appropriate homogeneous groups can be overcome by current standardised education
programmes (Dryden-Peterson, 2016).

All together, these barriers reveal a structural gap between what formal education offers
and what unaccompanied adolescents need, which is flexible pacing, intensive language
support, trauma-informed pedagogy, and a stable, emotionally safe learning
environment, provisions that sit largely outside the operational logic of mainstream
Greek schooling (Ince-Beqo, Roussakis & Sergi, 2025; Stathopoulou et al., 2025).



Aleghfeli and Hunt’s (2024) study also shows that young people's capacity to benefit
from education is shaped by socio-ecological conditions, particularly relationships with
trusted adults and stability of living environment. Unfortunately, formal schools are
rarely positioned to address these kinds of conditions. It is this gap that non-formal
education, delivered within reception centres and community settings, seeks to fill, not
by replacing formal schooling, but by offering responsive, learner-centred provision
where adolescents are met linguistically, emotionally, and developmentally. The
following section examines the nature and characteristics of non-formal education in
greater detail.

3. Non-Formal Education: Definitions, Characteristics and its
Contribution

The concept of non-formal education gained widespread scholarly attention from the
late 1960s, as researchers sought a broader understanding of education that recognised
organised learning occurring outside conventional schools. For unaccompanied refugee
and migrant adolescents, whose relationship with formal schooling is frequently
interrupted or absent, this broader understanding represents a central part of their actual
educational reality.

3.1 Defining Non-Formal Education and Distinguishing It from
Formal and Informal Learning

The most cited foundational framework is Coombs and Ahmed's (1974) distinction
between three modes of learning. The first one is formal education, which is the
structured, institutionally recognised schooling system, the second is non-formal
education, that is the organised systematic educational activity carried out outside that
system and third informal education, the unstructured, lifelong process of acquiring
knowledge through everyday experience.

Non-formal education is characterised by features that differentiate it from formal
schooling. These are that it operates without the regulatory constraints of national
curricula or formal certification, allowing flexibility in content, pace, and approach, it
is also learner-centred rather than syllabus-driven and it is typically delivered in
community settings, NGO facilities, or reception centres by educators with more
diverse professional backgrounds than formally trained schoolteachers (Kaukko &
Wilkinson, 2020). These features make non-formal education particularly well suited
to populations whose learning needs are complex and insufficiently addressed by
mainstream provision. The boundary between non-formal and informal learning is not
always sharp in practice, especially in the context of refugee reception facilities.
Kaukko and Wilkinson (2020) note that the spontaneous, unplanned interactions
through which refugee students develop linguistic competence and agency, which are



informal learning practices, mutually reinforce the more organised non-formal
activities this study focuses on.

3.2 NGOs and Reception Centers as Providers of Non-Formal Education

In Europe, and in Greece particularly, NGOs have become the primary providers of
educational support for unaccompanied minors in reception facilities, stepping into the
gap left by limited formal provision with programmes including Greek language
classes, literacy workshops, arts-based activities, and vocational skills development
(Fierli, Roverselli & Olmedo-Moreno, 2024). In a reception centre such as the one in
this study, living spaces and learning spaces overlap, and the centre is often the only
space in which structured learning takes place for its residents. This dual character as
both home and school requires educators to navigate roles that extend well beyond
conventional pedagogical responsibilities (Sedmak, Sauer & Gornik, 2021).

3.3 Flexibility, Learner-Centredness, and Responsiveness to Contextual
Needs

The most frequently cited advantage of non-formal education is its flexibility, which is
its capacity to adapt content, pace, and method to learners' circumstances in ways
formal schooling rarely permits. For adolescents with heterogeneous educational
backgrounds, variable emotional states, and lives shaped by asylum-process
uncertainty, this is not a peripheral benefit but a precondition for meaningful learning.
Closely related is its learner-centred orientation, which means that rather than
positioning the learner as a passive recipient of an external curriculum, non-formal
approaches treat learners as active agents with valid prior knowledge and personal goals
(Kaukko & Wilkinson, 2020). Such an approach is particularly suited to adolescents
who have experienced profound losses of control over their own lives. Fierli, Roverselli
and Olmedo-Moreno (2024), in a study of non-formal interventions for unaccompanied
minors in Italy, demonstrate that programmes that prioritise participation and
contextually meaningful skill development produce better outcomes in both language
acquisition and social inclusion than those replicating formal schooling's structure.

3.4 Non-Formal Education as a Bridge to Formal Schooling and Social
Participation

Non-formal education also serves as a bridge to formal schooling, by helping
adolescents develop basic language skills and rebuild confidence in learning routines
(Sedmak, Sauer & Gornik, 2021), and to broader social participation, by equipping
adolescents with the communicative tools to navigate daily life, interact with service
providers, and form relationships outside the centre. This bridging role is significant in
the Greek context, where adolescents who arrive in formal schooling without
preparation are at high risk of disengagement and early leaving. Non-formal education



is, in this sense, not only a preparation for inclusion but a form of inclusion in practice,
as the educational space becomes a social space, and learning the language becomes an
act of reaching toward belonging (Fierli, Roverselli & Olmedo-Moreno, 2024). This
understanding of non-formal education as simultaneously linguistic, social, and
psychological in impact provides the conceptual foundation for the sections that follow.

4 Language Learning in Non-Formal Settings for Refugee and Migrant
Adolescents

For refugee and migrant adolescents, language learning is not an elective academic
pursuit but an existential necessity, shaped by psychological, social, and structural
factors well beyond those typically considered in mainstream second language
acquisition (SLA) research. This section reviews the theoretical frameworks most
relevant to understanding how Greek is acquired in the non-formal setting that is the
focus of this study, before turning to the specific challenges and opportunities of the
Greek language context.

4.1 Key Theoretical Frameworks

Krashen's (1982) Input Hypothesis proposes that language acquisition occurs through
exposure to comprehensible input, which is language slightly beyond the learner's
current competence but understandable in context, a condition that non-formal settings,
with their informal and communicative character, are often well placed to provide.
Krashen's distinction between acquisition, which occurs naturally through meaningful
use, and learning, which involves deliberate study of grammar, is particularly relevant
here: non-formal settings emphasise communication over formal grammar instruction,
creating more opportunities for the kind of natural acquisition Krashen describes.

Vygotsky's (1978) sociocultural theory complements this perspective by foregrounding
the social nature of learning. His concept of the Zone of Proximal Development, the
gap between what a learner can achieve alone and what they can achieve with support
from a more knowledgeable other, highlights the role of teachers, interpreters, and peers
in scaffolding adolescents' language development. Kaukko and Wilkinson (2020)
extend this argument in the refugee education context specifically, showing that the
relational quality of the learning environment, feelings of safety, trust, and belonging,
functions as a condition for learning, not merely a desirable backdrop to it. Bigelow
and Vinogradov (2011) add a further dimension relevant to this population: for learners
with limited or no prior formal schooling, sociocultural approaches that prioritise oral
interaction over reading and writing are particularly well suited, since these learners
cannot rely on existing first-language literacy to scaffold second-language literacy.

These theoretical foundations converge in Communicative Language Teaching (CLT),
which prioritises communicative competence over the mastery of grammatical forms



in 1solation (Savignon, 2002). For unaccompanied adolescents whose primary need is
to communicate rather than to pass a grammar test, non-formal settings, free from
standardised curricula and formal assessment, are well positioned to adopt this
communicative orientation.

4.2 Translanguaging as a Pedagogical Resource

A significant recent development in language education for multilingual learners is the
growing recognition of translanguaging, the fluid, dynamic use of a speaker's full
linguistic repertoire across languages to make meaning and support learning (Garcia &
Wei, 2014). Rather than treating multilingualism as an obstacle, translanguaging
pedagogy treats it as a resource for both comprehension and identity affirmation.
Mammou, Maligkoudi and Gogonas (2022), in a study focused specifically on
unaccompanied minor refugee students in Greece, demonstrate that incorporating
translanguaging practices produces measurable gains in linguistic confidence and
classroom engagement, while Maligkoudi and Karafylli (2023) show that even teachers
who do not share their students' home languages can create translanguaging-supportive
environments through deliberate pedagogical choices.

4.3 Greek as a Second Language: Specific Challenges and Opportunities

The theoretical frameworks above apply broadly across SLA contexts, but the specific
challenge of learning Greek deserves attention. Greek's morphological complexity, its
system of inflection, grammatical gender, and distinct script, presents particular
difficulty for learners whose first languages, such as Arabic, Farsi, Pashto, or Punjabi,
differ substantially from Greek in typological terms (Holton, Mackridge & Philippaki-
Warburton, 2012; Simopoulos & Magos, 2020). This challenge is compounded for
adolescents with limited or interrupted formal schooling, who may also have limited
literacy in their home language.

At the same time, the Greek context offers specific opportunities that non-formal
settings are well placed to exploit. The daily life of a reception centre in Thessaloniki
provides constant, authentic exposure to Greek, through interactions with staff,
encounters with Greek-speaking volunteers, and visits to local services and shops.
Simopoulos and Magos (2020) emphasise the importance of teachers recognising and
building on the lived experiences of migrant and refugee learners, treating these
experiences as resources rather than barriers. The theories and research reviewed in this
section suggest that effective language learning in non-formal settings depends on
social interaction, meaningful communication, multilingual recognition, and a learning
environment that promotes safety and belonging, themes developed further in the
sections that follow.



5. Pedagogical Practices in Non-Formal Language Education for
Refugee Learners

. The theoretical frameworks reviewed, such as sociocultural theory, communicative
language teaching, translanguaging, and Norton's (2013) concept of investment,
converge on pedagogical implications relevant to non-formal education. However, in
order to translate them into classroom practice it needs specific empirical attention.
Generally, non-formal language education for refugees requires different methods,
attitudes, and awareness of learners' situations more than conventional teaching

5.1 Learner-Centred and Inclusive Approaches

The core of effective non-formal language teaching is a learner-centred approach. This
approach builds lessons around learners’ needs, experiences, interests and aims rather
than imposing pre-designed curricula. The multilingual nature and varied experiences
of reception learners, both linguistically and educationally, mean that an inclusive
approach is crucial, especially when working with unaccompanied teenagers. A one-
size-fits-all approach is unlikely to work for this population, as they have many and
complex needs.

Fierli, Roverselli and Olmedo-Moreno (2024) found that programmes which prioritise
active participation, collaborative activity, and meaningful interaction produce more
positive outcomes in language development and social inclusion than passive,
transmission-oriented models. Activities that are linguistically accessible and
meaningful to learners' lives, that relate to their experiences, culture, and
communication needs, increase motivation and engagement. Inclusive education goes
further. An inclusive teaching environment where participants feel at ease and that risks
of error are part of the learning process may facilitate learners who have had interrupted
schooling or undergone traumatic events. Furthermore, Mammou, Maligkoudi and
Gogonas (2022) investigated the role of emotions in non-formal language classes in
Greece and concluded that the emotional climate of classrooms has a significant impact
on learners’ willingness to try using the new language and get involved

5.2 Trauma-Informed Pedagogy and the Creation of Safe Learning Spaces

Perhaps the most critical education principle to consider is the use of a trauma-informed
approach which acknowledges the psychological impact of displacement and responds
with sensitivity and care. This does not mean that educators need to function also as
their learner’s therapists, but to be able to recognise trauma impacts on learning,
behaviour, relationships and tailor the teaching to those implications, avoiding routine
changes that trigger anxiety, offering choices, responding to distress with patience, and
maintaining consistent, trustworthy boundaries.

Palanac (2019) proposes that a secure learning place is a necessity for effective
language learning. Without physical, emotional, and social safety, learners cannot focus
on language development. To achieve that he suggests predictable routines, warm



relationships, low-pressure communication activities, and recognition of learners'
strengths and experiences.

Finn (2026) demonstrated how trauma-informed principles apply in everyday teaching,
showing that educators can support learners with choosing careful topics for their
lessons, appropriate activities and balance challenge with support. For adolescents to
be accepted by their peers in the learning environment can be as important as the
relationship with the teacher in determining whether the classroom feels safe or
threatening. Finn’s findings are also supported by Stathopoulou et al. (2025), who argue
that teachers in Greece recognise the importance of supportive classrooms despite
facing practical difficulties.

5.3 Learner Agency: Definition, Importance, and Classroom
Implications

Learner agency, which means the capacity to act meaningfully, make choices, and
influence one's learning, is closely related to learner-centred and trauma-informed
pedagogy. For unaccompanied adolescents who have experienced loss of control over
their lives, opportunities to exercise agency in the classroom can restore a sense of
control and self-worth.

Kauko and Wilkinson (2020) argue that agency development is both an outcome and
driver of effective learning. Learners who feel agency participate more, experiment
with language, and persist through difficulties. Aleghfeli and Hunt (2024) claim that
promoting learner agency among unaccompanied children in Greece contributes not
only to educational success but also to psychosocial wellbeing. Supporting agency is
therefore both an educational objective and a factor in building resilience and social
integration.

5.4 The Role of the Teacher in Non-Formal Settings: Facilitator,
Advocate, and Trusted Adult

Teachers in a non-formal educational setting often have a much broader role than in
traditional classrooms. That’s because alongside teaching language skills, they may also
act as mentors, sources of emotional support, cultural guides, and trusted adults. This
is especially important for unaccompanied adolescent refugees, who may be separated
from their families and have limited access to stable and supportive adult relationships.
Building positive relationships with learners is therefore not separate from teaching but
an essential part of the learning process.

Stathopoulou et al. (2025) document how teachers in Greek contexts describe the
emotional demands of this expanded role, noting that the boundary between
pedagogical and pastoral responsibility is frequently blurred in practice and that
educators often feel underprepared and under-supported in navigating this complexity.
Similarly, Fierli, Roverselli and Olmedo-Moreno (2024) found that trust, genuine care,
and consistent presence are often more important for learner engagement than any
particular teaching method. This broader understanding has implications for training
and support: educators need guidance on supporting vulnerable young people,



professional supervision, emotional support, and institutional structures that help them
manage their responsibilities sustainably.

5.5 Use of Materials, Activities, and Everyday Communication in Non-
Formal Language Teaching

Research identifies several activity types and materials that are especially effective in
non-formal language education for refugee and migrant adolescents, such as task-based
activities connected to real-life situations (role plays for visiting doctors, shopping,
dealing with services), collaborative projects encouraging meaningful language use,
and creative activities like storytelling, drama, and visual arts that provide relaxed
communication opportunities while allowing identity expression.

Mammou, Maligkoudi and Gogonas (2022) found that activities which allow learners
to use both their home languages and Greek are particularly beneficial. This approach,
often referred to as translanguaging, enables learners to draw on all linguistic resources,
supporting understanding and language development while respecting learners'
backgrounds. Norton (2013) argues that when learners feel their languages and
identities are valued, they engage more actively.

Research also highlights the importance of everyday communication outside planned
activities. Informal conversations before class, during breaks, or between tasks provide
valuable learning opportunities. Kaukko and Wilkinson (2020) argue these spontaneous
interactions should be viewed as integral to learning. Effective educators recognise this
and connect natural communication with structured activities.

6. Social Inclusion and Its Relationship to Language Education

The connection between language education and social inclusion is a key theme of this
dissertation. For unaccompanied refugee and migrant adolescents, social inclusion is
essential. Excluded from their countries of origin, separated from their families, and
navigating an unfamiliar social and institutional landscape, these young people often
need opportunities to build relationships, feel accepted, and develop a sense of
belonging. Language learning can play an important role in helping them achieve these
goals.

Any discussion of social inclusion in this context must engage with the concept of
integration. Ager and Strang (2008) describe integration through ten domains grouped
into four areas: markers and means (employment, housing, education, health), social
connections, facilitators (language, cultural knowledge, safety, stability), and
foundation (rights and citizenship). They identify language as a key facilitator of
integration, since it helps refugees access many other aspects of life in the host society.
For unaccompanied adolescents in reception centres, whose opportunities are often



limited by their legal and living conditions, language education may be one of the few
available ways to participate more fully in society.

6.1 Language Competence as a Foundation for Social Participation

The relationship between language competence and social participation is well
established in the empirical literature on refugee and migrant integration. The ability to
communicate in the host country's language is strongly linked to successful integration
outcomes, like access to education, employment, social networks, and overall wellbeing
(Kosyakova et al., 2022). On the contrary, limited language skills can lead to social
isolation, dependence on people from the same background, and greater vulnerability,
which are especially serious for unaccompanied minor without family support.

For adolescent learners, these social dimensions of language competence are especially
salient, given that peer relationships and identity formation are central to healthy social
development at this age. Aleghfeli and Hunt (2024) found that unaccompanied
adolescents in Greece viewed language as one of the main barriers to building
relationships with Greek peers, and that improving their Greek skills functioned as a
way of gaining access to new social opportunities, not merely an educational
achievement. These findings suggest that non-formal educational programmes
connecting language learning to real opportunities for communication and community
participation are likely to support social inclusion more effectively than programmes
that treat language as simply an academic subject.

6.2 Intercultural Communication and Identity Negotiation Among
Displaced Adolescents

Social inclusion for refugee and migrant adolescents is not simply a matter of learning
the language of the host country, as it also requires adapting to a new social and cultural
environment while maintaining a sense of personal and cultural identity. Intercultural
communication, which is the ability to interact effectively with people from different
cultural backgrounds, is therefore an integral part of the integration process.

Norton (2013) argues that learning a new language is not simply about vocabulary and
grammar but involves finding a place within the social world that language constructs
and reflects, a process with both obstacles and new opportunities that can prove to be
more complex for unaccompanied adolescents navigating it without parental guidance
or a stable family environment. The work of Maligkoudi and Karafylli (2023)
illuminate how these dynamics play out in Greek educational settings, finding that
environments encouraging intercultural dialogue and recognising learners' cultural
backgrounds help refugee and migrant students feel valued and respected, supporting
language learning and social wellbeing together. They also say that educators can play
a central role in creating such environments.



6.3 Belonging, Educational Identity, and Psychosocial Well-being

For unaccompanied minors who have experienced profound disruptions to their sense
of continuity, identity and belonging, engagement with a learning community, even if
it 1s non-formal, can serve psychosocial functions that extend well beyond linguistic
competence. Kaukko and Wilkinson (2020) argue that non-formal and informal
learning environments are valuable precisely for helping refugee students rebuild their
educational identities and see themselves as capable learners and valued community
members. Also, Mishra et al. (2020), in their study of unaccompanied adolescent
migrants in Greece, find that supportive relationships with trusted adults, stable
routines, and access to meaningful activities have a significant impact on wellbeing,
and they confirm that educational programmes in reception centres serve psychosocial
as well as linguistic and academic functions.

6.4 The Role of Non-Formal Education in Fostering Social Inclusion

As non-formal educational settings are flexible, learner-centred, and focused on
building positive relationships, they are well suited to addressing the dimensions of
inclusion identified by Ager and Strang (2008). These include supporting language
skills that enable participation, creating opportunities for social connection,
encouraging intercultural understanding and strengthening learners' sense of agency.
The findings from Fierli, Roverselli and Olmedo-Moreno (2024) study show that non-
formal educational programmes for unaccompanied minors in Italy led not only to
language improvements but also to increased social connectedness and self-confidence,
while Ince-Beqo, Roussakis and Sergi (2025) recognise a similar role for non-formal
provision in supporting refugee children across Greece and Italy when access to formal
schooling is limited. The following section examines the psychosocial dimensions
underlying these patterns in greater depth.

7. The Psychosocial Dimension: Trauma, Vulnerability, and
Learning

Trauma, emotional vulnerability, and psychological safety shape both language
learning and social inclusion for unaccompanied adolescents and understanding these
dimensions is essential for anyone seeking to design or evaluate educational provision
for this population

7.1 The Psychological Impact of Displacement on Adolescent Learners

Forced displacement exposes refugees to experiences with serious effects on mental
health, including conflict and persecution in the country of origin, the dangers of the
migration journey, family separation, and ongoing legal uncertainty in the host country.
For unaccompanied minors, who face these challenges without the protective presence
of a parent or primary caregiver, the psychological impact can be particularly severe.
Mishra et al. (2020) contribute to the understanding of the Greek context as they found



that Greek reception and shelter systems can either reduce or increase existing
vulnerabilities depending on the quality of care provided, with supportive relationships,
stable routines, and access to meaningful activities, including education, identified as
important protective factors. Palanac (2019) further explains that trauma can produce
heightened anxiety, emotional withdrawal, and difficulty concentrating, making it
harder for learners to participate actively in language learning activities, and requiring
educators to create environments that promote safety and trust alongside language
development.

7.2 Vulnerability Factors Specific to Unaccompanied Minors

Although, all refugee and migrant learners face psychosocial challenges,
unaccompanied minors constitute a particularly vulnerable subgroup. Because they do
not have parental protection, they are at greater risk of exploitation, abuse, neglect, and
social isolation. Also, the experience of family separation itself can affect their ability
to trust others and form positive relationships in educational settings. Aleghfeli and
Hunt (2024), in their research of unaccompanied and separated children in Greece,
demonstrate that vulnerability for this population is not a fixed individual characteristic
but a dynamic condition shaped by the interaction between personal strengths and the
support available in the environment, which means that an educational programme
providing consistent adult relationships and a sense of routine contributes directly to
reducing vulnerability in both educational and broader developmental terms. At the
same direction, Sedmak, Sauer and Gornik (2021) emphasise that educational
programmes must recognise and respond to the specific vulnerabilities refugee and
asylum-seeking children bring with them, given the close connection between
educational inclusion and psychosocial support in settings where education and care are
provided within the same environment.

7.3 The Intersection of Emotional Well-being and Language Acquisition

The relationship between emotional wellbeing and language acquisition is significant,
yet frequently underappreciated. Krashen’s (1982) affective filter hypothesis suggests
factors like anxiety, self-confidence, and motivation influence how effectively learners
process and acquire a new language. High stress reduces engagement with language
input, while safety and motivation support active participation. Finn (2026) supports
this idea, finding that teaching approaches designed to reduce anxiety and encourage
participation can positively affect both learner wellbeing and language development.
Strategies such as using low-pressure communication activities, recognising learners’
linguistic and cultural backgrounds, and promoting supportive peer relationships were
associated with higher levels of classroom engagement and greater willingness to use
the target language. Norton's (2013) concept of investment adds that learners commit
time and emotional energy to language learning when they feel respected and secure
within the learning environment. For adolescents whose lives have been disrupted by
displacement, developing a positive relationship with learning can be a significant



achievement in itself, that flexible, supportive non-formal settings are well placed to
encourage.

7.4 Reception Centres as Both Protective and Limiting Environments

Reception centres provide accommodation, legal assistance, and access to social
support services that contribute significantly to the safety and wellbeing of displaced
young people. At the same time, institutional routines, limited privacy, and uncertainty
regarding asylum procedures can create additional stress and limit opportunities for
independence. Mishra et al. (2020) found when they investigated this issue that the
Greek shelter system, while designed to provide protection, can sometimes encourage
dependency and reduce opportunities for autonomy, which means that balancing
protection with the development of independence is a key challenge for professionals
working with this population. Sedmak, Sauer and Gornik (2021) reinforce this point,
noting that educational programmes in reception settings should focus not only on
immediate needs but on developing the linguistic, social, and emotional competencies
young people will need beyond the reception centre. It is within this complex
psychosocial environment that the non-formal language education examined in this
study takes place, with educators frequently taking on roles, as they may act as mentors
advocates, and trusted adults for these young people. These roles extend well beyond
language instruction, a theme explored further in the methodology and findings that
follow.

8. Research Gap and Positioning of the Study
8.1 Identifying the Research Gap

The existing literature on education for refugees and migrants has grown over the past
decade and today there is a solid body of scholarship that addresses the barriers that
displaced children and adolescents face when accessing formal education in their host
countries, as well as the role of non-formal education in their linguistic and social
integration. However, important gaps remain. Research specifically on language
education for unaccompanied minors, as a subcategory of refugee and migrant learners,
is limited, and studies examining non-formal language education within reception
centre settings are even rarer, as most researchers focus on school contexts. Greece,
despite being a primary entry point for refugees and migrants into Europe, where most
unaccompanied adolescents are housed in reception centres, has been the subject of
comparatively little research on this educational environment, particularly given that
formal schooling there presents significant limits and barriers for these students. This
dissertation investigates that environment directly.

Recent contributions to the Greek context, such as Ince-Beqo, Roussakis and Sergi
(2025) and Stathopoulou et al. (2025), remain focused on formal educational settings.
Research that addresses non-formal education practices in Greece more directly, such



as Maligkoudi and Gogonas (2022) and Maligkoudi and Karafylli (2023), exists, but
the specific experience of unaccompanied adolescents in reception centres, of their own
perceptions of the non-formal education programmes they take part in, what practices
they find meaningful, what they find difficult, remains largely undocumented, as
researchers tend to ask educators rather than students for their perspectives. This study
responds directly to that gap by interviewing unaccompanied adolescents living in a
reception centre and listening to the experiences they want to share.

8.2 Positioning of the Study

In qualitative research, the position of the researcher in relation to the people and setting
being studied must also be addressed. In this study, the researcher’s position is a
significant one, as the researcher is professionally embedded in the research site as a
Greek language teacher at the reception centre, which means the boundary between
researcher and practitioner is not clear. This dual role brings both advantages and risks
that need to be acknowledged.

The advantages of this insider position of the researcher include she already had
relationships of trust with participants, a well-understood sense of the educational
environment's daily rhythms, and the research questions emerged from direct
professional experience rather than external observation. Dwyer and Buckle (2009)
note that such insider knowledge can enrich qualitative research with a depth of
contextual understanding that is harder to achieve from an outsider position.

On the other hand, an insider positioning also carries some risks. Participants may feel
pressure to respond in ways they believe the researcher expects, given the power
dynamics inherent in the teacher-student relationship, and the researcher's assumptions
may unconsciously shape how data is interpreted. Reflexivity is therefore crucial in
practitioner research, which means that the researcher must examine their own
assumptions and position throughout the research process to manage these risks (Breen,
2007). In this study, reflexivity has been maintained through reflective journaling,
transparency in methodological decisions, and careful attention to findings that
challenge existing assumptions. Overall, good qualitative research is not simply a
method for collecting data but a means of giving meaningful voice to experiences that
might otherwise go unheard (Braun & Clarke, 2006), which is an aim that is central to
this study, that is why it focuses on unaccompanied adolescents' own perspectives on
their education.



Methodology
1. Research Design

The present study follows a qualitative research design, which was chosen as the most
appropriate approach for the main goals of this study. Qualitative research is more
concerned with understanding in depth the meanings, perspectives, and experiences of
participants, meeting them in their natural social contexts, instead of generating
findings using statistics or measuring variables (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Lim, 2024).
NGO-running reception centres for refugees and migrants were created in the first place
to help this population by addressing their needs, therefore supporting them at the
beginning of their new life in their host country. So, the question that arises here is
whether non-formal education really contributes to this purpose in this situation. The
phenomena trying to investigate here are complex ones, for example, language learning,
trauma, identity, and belonging; therefore, as argued above, the best way to capture
them is not through numerical data or standardised instruments. What is required
instead is a contextually grounded, participant-centred knowledge that qualitative
methods are designed to produce.

An important characteristic of this study is a practitioner-research orientation. The
researcher is an employee of the reception centre, which is the research site, more
specifically, a Greek language teacher. Connected to this, it is the fact that the research
questions themselves emerged directly from professional practice and not from an
external academic vantage point. This positioning is very central to the study because
it shapes both its epistemonical approach, which values knowledge that is gained
through lived experience as equally important to formal research, and the
methodological choices that guide the research process. A practitioner researcher has a
unique and valuable role in qualitative research, because he or she can draw on their
own experience and gain a deep understanding of the context that they study (Breen,
2007). However, Breen (2007) also highlights that researchers should be very careful
of the assumptions they make and try to reflect on them constantly, because of their
dual role.

2. Research Questions

The research questions conclude the aim of the research, what the researcher hopes to
find at the end of the whole process, which is how non-formal education can contribute
not only to migrant and refugee adolescents’ language acquisition, but also their social
inclusion. In this research, there are four research questions which were drawn, at first,
from the researcher's professional experience in the field. They were finalized after the
researcher went through some research literature relevant to the central topic and started
designing the data generation instruments. The questions are first and foremost
addressed to the adolescents. Staff input is serving more as a supplementary source of
context information.



Research Question 1: How can participation in non-formal education programs affect
the acquisition of the Greek language according to unaccompanied refugee and migrant
adolescents and the teaching staff in reception centers?

Research Question 2: How can participation in non-formal education programs affect
the unaccompanied minors’ social inclusion according to the refugee and migrant
adolescents and the teaching staff in reception centers?

Research Question 3: What language-teaching practices and activities are
implemented in non-formal educational settings for unaccompanied minors according
to the refugee and migrant adolescents and the teaching staft?

Research Question 4: What challenges do unaccompanied refugee and migrant
adolescents face in their language-learning experiences within non-formal educational
contexts, according to the refugee and migrant adolescents and the teaching staftf?

3. Research Setting

This research takes place in an NGO-operated reception centre for unaccompanied
adolescents, called “To Xriti tng APXIX” (The House of ARSIS), located in the city of
Thessaloniki, Greece. More specifically, this centre provides residential
accommodation, legal support, psychosocial care, and educational support and
activities for teenage boys, aged between 12 and 17, who arrive in Greece without any
parent or close family as their guardians. The population of these centres changes very
often, as in general most of these adolescents are not planning to stay in Greece and
they are looking for ways to go mostly to western European countries like Germany
and Italy, anyway possible, safe or unsafe for themselves. Nowadays, adolescents who
stay there, who are the participants of this research, come mostly from Egypt, and some
of them are from countries including Afghanistan, Iran, and Pakistan. The centre
operates under the auspices of a non-governmental organisation, and it functions as a
protective residential environment, but also helps the adolescents access formal
education and attend school regularly, while it provides them with more language
support with lessons and activities in the centre, applying a non-formal education
programme.

The Greek language classes that this non-formal education programme includes are
mostly for beginner level, designed for learners with little or no prior knowledge of the
language, because most of the adolescents coming do not have any knowledge of Greek.
Sessions take place every day, after school hours and their duration varies according to
the lesson topic, the exercises and the willingness of the learners. According to a rule
by the government, each adolescent should attend Greek lessons 6 hours a week, so the
weekly session program for all the adolescents is organised by the teachers of the centre
following this rule. The lessons are planned for absolute beginners, drawing on a
combination of published teaching materials and educator-designed resources to
address the diverse linguistic and educational backgrounds of the learner group. The
researcher has been working as a Greek language teacher within this programme for six
months before and during the period of data collection, which provides the in-depth



knowledge of the professional context, which helped creating on point research
question and the insider knowledge of the setting.

The non-formal Greek language sessions were done individually with each adolescent
or in small groups. The duration varied from 30 to 90 minutes, even more if it was
happening in parallel with a fun activity that turned the lesson into a game. The sessions
were from Monday to Friday with occasional interruptions due to public holidays, staff
meetings, or other institutional activities. The whole programme of each month was
designed to be flexible and responsive to be able to adapt not only to the needs of every
learner but also to different circumstances and it did not follow a fixed syllabus or a
standard progression pathway.

The content of the lessons showed a strong commitment to communicative, learner-
centred, and contextually meaningful teaching. Activities that took place during the
period the researcher’s was there included everyday conversations tasks, such as
dialogues about daily routine, hobbies, the weather, language games and Greek tongue
twisters, learning new vocabulary through Greek songs, learning vocabulary relevant
to outdoor activities they participated in, like sports, cooking classes, craft workshops,
also writing shopping lists and go to the market when they tried to communicate in
Greek and many more. Additionally, some lessons had topics referring to their own
cultures, like watching a Greek documentary about Ancient Egypt, preparing foods
from their countries of origin (Arabic, Afghan, Iranian and Pakistani dishes) and
learning Geography with maps and country flags. It is clear from the variety of activities
that the programme follows key principles of non-formal education, like flexibility,
meaningful communication, and the inclusion of learners' cultural backgrounds and
personal interests.

Educators used mostly three textbooks for their lessons. There were EAAnvikd A
(Institute of Educational Policy, 2018), KAIK ota EAAnvikd A1 (Centre for the Greek
Language, 2021), and Zwudho (KotdAnyn Zwiudro, n.d.). These textbooks were
selected because they have material that is accessible to beginner learners and focus on
communicative language development. KAIK ota EAAnviké A1l was used mainly for
learning the alphabet, pronunciation, and listening skills, while EAAnvikd A provided
more structured grammar and vocabulary practice. XwvidAo, which was developed for
migrants and refugees, offered culturally relevant content and supported the teaching
of basic conversational language. However, both teachers often created their own
material, without using the textbooks, in cases where they wanted to better address each
of their students’ needs, interests, and communicative goals. This approach is also
consistent with the literature on non-formal language education as it presents how
adapting materials to learners and contexts can help reach their own goals.

Learner progress was monitored every month through a record that was filled was
separate for every adolescent. This record documented participation and assessed
development in four skill areas: listening comprehension, speaking, reading, and
writing. It also presents the topic of the lessons every day of the month. One can see
then that when the learner is a beginner, the lessons focus more on understanding simple
instructions, responding to basic questions, recognising familiar written words, and
producing simple written language such as names and common vocabulary. This record



gives feedback to the teachers as they can have a more complete picture of their
students’ progress, and be easier for them to organize future teaching. From this, it is
also shown that the educational programme was characterised by systematic planning,
documentation, and accountability, features that align with recognised definitions of
organised non-formal education.

4. Participants

4.1 Adolescent Participants

Overall, ten unaccompanied adolescent boys participated in the study. All of them were
residents at the centre “To Xmitt Tng APZIX” in Thessaloniki, and they are all attending,
more or less, the non-formal Greek language programme there. Those 10 teenage boys
are between 13 and 17 years old. When it comes to their national background, seven
are from Egypt, one from Afghanistan, one from Iran, and one from Pakistan. Three
more kinds were staying at the centre this time, but they had just arrived there, so they
could not offer much to the research, as they had not attended any Greek language
sessions or activities at the centre yet.

Egyptian Participants: The majority of the adolescents (Participants 1-7) who
participated in the research are Egyptians, because in general, of the 13 adolescents that
live at the reception centre at the time, only 3 of them come from different countries.
The Egyptians are all from ages 13 to 17, and they share a broadly similar migration
trajectory, as they had travelled from Egypt to Libya before crossing the Mediterranean
to reach Greece, a route that is well documented in the literature as one of the most
dangerous irregular migration pathways into Europe. Since arriving in Greece, most
participants had passed through one or more other reception facilities before being
placed at «To Zmitt tng APXIX» in Thessaloniki, which shows the common pattern of
internal transfers within the Greek reception system before a more stable placement is
established.

Their home language is Arabic, and they were interviewed with the assistance of an
Arabic interpreter. Most of them are literate in Arabic, except for one participant (P2),
who has no reading or writing skills in any language. This is a characteristic that is
educationally significant, as it means his engagement with the non-formal language
programme at the center involves the simultaneous development of literacy alongside
oral Greek, rather than the transfer of existing literacy skills from a known language to
the target one.

The length of stay at “To Zzitt tg APXIX” is different for each participant, ranging
from a few weeks to several months. Following it is presented with more using
participants, 1, 2 —unlit 7 for every Egyptian adolescent. Participant 1, aged 16, had left
Egypt approximately one year before the interview, arriving in Greece via Libya,
spending time first in Crete before being transferred to the Diavata facility in
Thessaloniki and subsequently to «To Zmitt tqg APZIX» in late September 2025.



Participant 2, also 16, followed a similar route and arrived at the center in mid-
September 2025. Participant 3, aged 14, left Egypt in November 2025, arrived in Greece
in January 2026, and passed through Crete, Athens, and Kavala before reaching
Thessaloniki and being placed at the center in February 2026. Participant 5, aged 14,
has been residing at the center since January 2026, and Participant 6, aged 15, since
February 2026. Participant 7, aged 17, arrived at the center in March 2026.

Participant 4 is a different case within the Egyptian participant group. Aged 13, he
arrived in Greece approximately two and a half years before the interview, making him
by far the longest-resident participant in the study. During this period, he lived at
reception centers in Piracus for approximately one year and in Palaiokastro,
Thessaloniki, for a further year, before being placed at “To Xmitt tng APZIEX” in May
2026. This reveals his time at the specific centre where the research takes place is
limited at the time of the interview; however, he was included in the study because of
his experience across multiple non-formal educational programmes in different
reception centres in Greece. His perspective, therefore, offers a comparative dimension
that enriches the dataset, allowing insights into how non-formal educational provision
is experienced across different institutional contexts rather than only within the specific
program under study. It also needs to be mentioned that Participant 4 has developed a
functional level of spoken Greek through the two and a half years he is staying in
Greece, which differentiates linguistically from the other participants and adds more to
the analysis of language development within the study.

Participant for Afghanistan: Participant 8 is a 16-year-old refugee from Afghanistan.
His journey took him through Afghanistan, Iran and Turkey before he crossed into
Greece via the Evros border region, which is a route that involved significant hardship,
including that he spent a period of detention in Turkey before he arrived in Greece.
Upon entering Greece, he was initially accommodated at an emergency facility before
being referred to «To Zrmiti tng APXIX», where he still stays at the time of the interview.

His linguistic background is notably rich. His mother tongue is Uzbek, but he also
speaks Farsi and Dari (two main languages at Afghanistan) and Turkish. He was
interviewed with the assistance of a Farsi interpreter. His multilingual repertoire is
educationally significant, as it means he brings considerable oral communicative
experience across multiple languages to the language learning environment, even in the
absence of strong formal schooling in his country of origin.

He said during the interview that he left Afghanistan for political reasons, which are
connected to the Taliban’s assumption of control, which severely restricted access to
education and employment and created direct risks for young people of his age. He said
that left for a better future as he wants to continue his studies, which he could not do
back in Afghanistan. Therefore, he has a background of limited access to formal
education and interrupted schooling. He shows the need he has to study by going to
school almost every day here in Greece and also by being one of the most consistently
engaged participants in the educational programme at the shelter, attending Greek
language sessions, and taking part at the activities.

Participant from Iran: Participant 9 is a 16-year-old from Iran, belonging to the Kurdish
ethnic minority. His mother tongue is Sorani Kurdish, and he also speaks Farsi, which




is the official language of Iran and the language in which he received his formal
schooling. He was interviewed with the assistance of a Farsi interpreter. His Kurdish
linguistic background is worth noting, as it means that even Farsi, the language most
accessible to the interpreter, represents a second language for him. That was kept in
mind during both the interview process and the subsequent analysis.

He left Iran in September 2025 and traveled through Turkey before crossing the Aegean
Sea to reach a Greek island. He mentioned that his sea crossing was dangerous,
involving a four-day journey during which the vessel ran out of fuel, leaving them at
the open sea until the Greek coastguard located them and brought them to land. In
Greece, he first stayed at the Reception and Identification Center at Diavata in
Thessaloniki for 15 days s before being referred to «To Xmitt tng APXIZ», where he
continues to be at the time of the interview.

The employees at the reception center describe him as a calm, cooperative, and well-
adapted young person who has settled into the routines of the shelter with notable ease.
Moreover, she is social, being in good terms with all the other adolescents and the
employees, but he finds it difficult to express his emotions. He expresses himself
through art as he spends a lot of his time drawing, crafts, and artistic work. In general,
he appears to be highly creative. Overall, he seems like a person whose communicative
strengths and modes of self-expression may extend well beyond the verbal, and for
whom arts-based and creative pedagogical approaches may be particularly effective.

Participant from Pakistan: Participant 10 is a 13-year-old adolescent from Pakistan and
the youngest participant in the study. His first language is Punjabi, and he also speaks
Urdu, the widely spoken national language of Pakistan, as well as English. However,
the language in which he is most proficient and the one he himself identifies as his
strongest is Greek. At the time of the interview, he had been living in Greece for four
years, since the age of nine and he has been immersed in the Greek language and
educational system almost from day one, so as he says, he can not only speak Greek
with confidence, but also read and write in it, something that he finds difficult in his
first language. He was able to attend school in Pakistan until the second grade so his
literacy in Punjabi is limited.

He was the only participant who was interviewed directly in Greek, without the need
for interpreter support. This fact reflects on its own the degree of his linguistic
integration into Greek society and makes his case particularly interesting from the
perspective of the study's research questions on language acquisition and social
inclusion.

During the interview, he said that he came to Greece under difficult family
circumstances. He describes his parents as caring, but because they were facing
significant social and financial hardships that made it impossible for them to provide a
safe environment for him, and the decision to send him to Greece was made with his
safety and well-being in mind. Despite the pain of family separation, P10 maintains
frequent contact with his parents, and his attachment to them is evident. He
demonstrates a level of emotional maturity and self-awareness that is notable for his
age, and he expresses a clear sense of gratitude for the safety and stability he has found
in Greece.



During the four years he is living at the House of ARSIS, he attends school regularly,
has developed friendships, and engages actively in recreational activities. He is a
valuable participant in this study because he offers a perspective on non-formal
education and social inclusion that is shaped by a longer and more settled experience
of life in Greece than any of the other participants.

4.2 Staft Participants

In addition to adolescent participants, some staff members of the reception centre were
invited to participate in the study, in order for the researcher to see their perspective and
gain more information about the adolescent participants. These included a teacher, a
social worker, and a caregiver, who all have regular contact with the adolescents, so
they have an idea about their educational experiences, but more importantly about their
background and behaviour. For this purpose, the staff interviews were designed to
provide contextual validation for the findings generated from the adolescent interviews,
offering a professional perspective on the same educational processes that the
adolescents described from their own point of view.

5. Data Generation Methods

The data for this study were produced using two complementary methods; semi-
structured interviews with adolescent participants and semi-structured interviews with
the staff.

5.1 Semi-structured Interviews with Adolescent Participants

The primary method of data generation was the semi-structured interviews. This
method was chosen because it has the capacity to generate rich, participant-centred data
and at the same time it gives you the flexibility to follow the direction of each
conversation (Cohen, Manion & Morrison, 2018). They are different from fully
structured interviews, which constrain participants to a fixed set of questions and
response formats. Semi-structured interviews use an interview guide prepared by the
researcher as a framework, when they also leave space for the interviewer to probe,
clarify, and pursue topics that emerge organically from the participant's responses. A
certain format was chosen because it is well-suited to research with vulnerable
populations. That is why it allows the pace and depth of the conversation to be adapted
to the needs and comfort of the individual participant (Braun & Clarke, 2006).

The adolescent interview guide was organised in six parts, each with a different theme.
Part A had warm-up questions designed to build rapport and lower anxiety, asking
participants about their background and daily life at the center. Part B explored
participants' experiences of non-formal education and their sense of social inclusion.
Part C focused on Greek language learning and how participants perceive their own
progress, asking them to talk about how much they had learned and how they felt about
that progress. Part D focused on the teaching practices and activities participants found



most useful or enjoyable. Part E addressed the challenges participants faced in their
language learning, including both linguistic and psychosocial dimensions. Part F
provided a closing space for participants to add anything they wished to share. At each
part after the main question they were some possible follow-up questions, in order to
help the deeper exploration when the participant was willing to give more details or the
main question seemed too general, so they did not know exactly what to answer.

5.2 Semi-Structured Interviews with Staff Participants

A different interview guide was developed for staff participants, that was also organised
into six parts, parallel to the ones of the adolescents’ interview guide. This guide
addressed the same four research questions, but, from a professional perspective. Part
A had questions about the participants' roles and their relationship to the educational
programme. Part B was about non-formal education and social inclusion as observed
from a staff perspective. Part C focused on what the staff observes about the language
development among the adolescents. Part D was only for teachers, as it examined
teaching practices and pedagogical approaches in detail. Part E had questions about
what challenges staft believe there are in supporting adolescent language learning.
Finally, part F asked if there were any recommendations about what could be done
differently in the way the non-formal education programme is applied and if they were
any more reflections on the questions asked.

During the interviews with the staff members, the Researcher asked for information
about the profiles of the adolescents. Especially, the social worker shared some valuable
information about each adolescent’s background. As it has already been mentioned,
data serves a supplementary and not a primary role in this research, as the basis of the
findings is the adolescent interview data.

5.3 The use of interpreters in interviews with adolescents

There is linguistic diversity among the adolescents living in this reception center, so
attention was paid to the language in which each interview was conducted, as it was
essential to ensure that all participants could express themselves fully and comfortably
in their strongest language. Seven participants, all from Egypt, were interviewed with
the assistance of an Arabic interpreter. Two participants, one from Afghanistan and one
from Iran, were interviewed with the assistance of a Farsi interpreter. The tenth
participant, from Pakistan, had been living in Greece for more than four years and was
fluent in Greek, so he could be interviewed directly in that language, without interpreter
support.

Both interpreters were working at the centre, so the adolescents were familiar with
them, a fact that helped the interview process, as the participants did not feel
uncomfortable or suspicious around them. Before the interviews, both interpreters were
informed about the purpose of the study and their role in it. It was clarified that it was
important to give the meaning of the answers with accuracy instead of paraphrasing and
that they were needed to maintain a neutral, non-directive stance during the interview.
Using interpreters was necessary to manage communication, but it is true that they add
a layer to the data collection process, which means that some meanings or nuances may



be lost or altered during translation. This is a limitation that is acknowledged and it will
be further examined later, together with other limitations identified.

5.4 Interview Procedures

The interviews with the adolescents all took place within the reception center, in a space
familiar to the participants. Commonly used areas were avoided to conduct the
interviews, so a sense of privacy was provided and it seemed better for minimizing
anxiety. Before starting each interview, the purpose of the study was explained to the
participants in accessible language, and informed consent was obtained. It was pointed
out that the participation was entirely voluntary, that they could withdraw at any time
or avoid answering any question they did not feel comfortable with. Moreover, they
were informed that their responses would be anonymised in all research outputs.

Most of the interviews with the adolescents were audio-recorded, after the participants
gave their permission and it was explained to them that this was happening to help a
more accurate transcription and they would be deleted after the end of the research.
Where a participant expressed discomfort with audio recording, notes were taken
instead. Of course, all audio recordings were then transcribed in full. In the transcription
of the interviews, there was an interpreter; the answers are written in Greek, as this was
the language of the translation that was communicated with the researcher-interviewer.

6. Data Analysis

The data that was generated through the interviews were analysed using Thematic
Analysis. Thematic Analysis is one of the most widely used methods for identifying,
analysing, and reporting patterns of meaning within qualitative data, and it is well suited
to research that aims to understand participant perspectives and experiences and not
just testing pre-existing hypotheses. Braun and Clarke (2006) introduced the thematic
analysis as a six-stage process and there are those stages that the researcher follows
here.

In the first stage, the researcher familiarised. herself with the data by reading and re-
reading all interview transcripts, making initial notes on impressions, recurring ideas,
and potential points of interest. In the second stage, the data were systematically coded.
Codes were generated inductively from the data itself rather than from a pre-determined
theoretical framework, allowing themes to emerge from participants' own words and
experiences rather than being imposed from outside.

In the third stage, related codes were grouped into broader themes. The researcher
examined connections between codes and considered how they related to the research
questions. In the fourth stage, the themes were reviewed and refined, with some being
combined, divided, or removed. In the fifth stage, each theme was clearly defined and
given a name that reflected its main focus. In the sixth stage, which is the final one, the
analysis was written up, with selected quotations from the interview transcripts used to
illustrate and substantiate each theme. Throughout the analysis, the themes were



continually reviewed in relation to the four research questions to ensure that it addressed
the aims of the study.

7. Ethical Considerations

Ethical considerations had a central place in the design and conduct of this study,
because of the particular vulnerability of the population the study examines.
Unaccompanied minors are recognised in legal frameworks and research literature as a
population requiring heightened protection when research takes place and the ethical
procedures adopted in this study were designed to reflect that recognition.

Before starting to collect data through the interviews, informed consent was obtained
from all participants. For adolescent participants, first, the coordinator of the centre
allowed the research to proceed, as he is responsible for the adolescents and then written
consent was obtained from the adolescents, making sure first that they understood and
agreed to the nature and purpose of the research. Consent and assent procedures were
translated to their own language with the help of the interpreters.

All participants were clearly informed that their participation was voluntary, that they
could withdraw at any time without giving a reason and without any consequence for
their educational experience or their life at the center, and that their responses would be
treated with complete confidentiality. Moreover, they were informed that they would
remain anonymous and the only information that would be shared was their age,
country of origin or if they wanted to share something about themselves. The study in
general has been conducted following the ethical guidelines of the Hellenic Open
University and with the requirements of applicable data protection legislation,
including the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR).

One specific ethical consideration of this study is the dual role of the researcher as both
an educator in the centre and a researcher. Because of the existing teacher-student
relationship, there was a risk that participants might feel obliged to take part in the study
or resist expressing any negative opinions about the educational programme. To reduce
this risk, participants were clearly informed that participation was entirely voluntary
and would have no effect on their educational experience or their relationship with the
researcher. The interviews were presented as an opportunity for participants to share
their views and experiences openly, and participants were reminded that there were no
right or wrong answers. During the interviews, the researcher remained alert to signs of
discomfort and allowed participants to decide how much they wished to share,
particularly when discussing personal challenges and sensitive experiences (like in part
E of the interview guide that addressed personal challenges and psychosocial
difficulties).

8. Trustworthiness and Reflexivity

In qualitative research, the quality it has is usually evaluated through the concept of
trustworthiness and not so much with criteria such as validity and reliability that are



mostly used in quantitative research (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Trustworthiness in
qualitative research is understood more commonly in terms of credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability. This study tried to strengthen each of
these dimensions through careful methodological design and transparent research
practices.

Credibility refers to confidence that the findings accurately represent participants'
experiences. To make sure that there was credibility in this study, several strategies were
followed. The researcher's six-month professional presence in the setting before and
during data collection constitutes a form of prolonged engagement that enhances
credibility by grounding analysis of the interview data to a good understanding of the
context. Furthermore, the staff interviews offered an opportunity to compare and place
in the context the adolescents' perspectives, providing a form of triangulation that
strengthened the overall interpretation of the data.

Transferability refers to what extent the findings of a research are relevant to other
contexts. As the sample size of this research is small and the nature of the research
setting is specific, this study does not try to support that its findings can be generalised
to all reception centres or all unaccompanied adolescents. On the contrary, it has the
goal to offer rich descriptions of the setting, participants, and findings, that will enable
readers to judge the extent to which the results can be applied to other contexts and
populations.

Dependability was supported by following a clear and transparent research process,
including documented procedures for data collection, coding, and analysis.
Confirmability was managed by keeping a clear record of the decisions made
throughout the research process and by ensuring that the findings were based on
participants' responses rather than the researcher's personal views.

Reflexivity is also important for the study as it is about the researcher's ongoing
awareness of how their own experiences, assumptions, and position may influence the
research process. Through the whole process of the research, the researcher engaged in
reflective practice and was transparent about methodological decisions, commenting
and analysing. According to Breen (2007), reflexivity has to do with recognising that
researchers actively contribute to the production of knowledge and they are not acting
as neutral observers. Because of the researcher's dual role as teacher and researcher,
enough attention was given to the professional experience, which could shape the
interpretation of the data. To surpass the possible error, findings were grounded closely
in participants' accounts, and careful consideration was given to perspectives that
challenged the researcher's existing assumptions.

9. Limitations

The truth is that every research study has its limitations. Acknowledging them is a
central part of responsible scholarly practice. This study could not be an exception and
its limitation with be now presented.



First of all, the sample size of ten adolescent participants may be appropriate for a
qualitative research, but because it is a small one, the findings cannot be generalized
beyond the specific context of the study. The fact that the research takes place in a single
reception center in Thessaloniki means that the experiences documented here may not
be representative of non-formal education reality in other centers and other regions of
Greece.

Secondly, the use of interpreters for the interviews, while it was essential for good level
communication with the adolescents, it adds an extra step between participants'
responses and how it reaches the researcher’s ears to come and analyse them. Even
though interpreters were informed about the role before the interviews, some meanings
or emotional expressions may have been altered or lost during the translation process.

Furthermore, the researcher's dual role as both teacher and researcher on the one hand
in gives valuable knowledge of the context, on the other hand it can present some
challenges. For example, despite the fact that the participants were well informed that
their participation was voluntary and confidential, there is a possibility that some of
them can give answers that are influenced by the existing teacher-student relationship.

Another limitation is that most staff members did not answer all the interview questions.
However, these interviews serve as a supplementary role in the study and could be used
for additional information. It is more important that the adolescents can share enough
about their perspectives and experiences as they are at the centre of this research. Their
answers are the basis of the findings.



Research Findings

All the analysis of the findings is organised around the four research questions, which
have guided the research from start to finish. For a better presentation in each research
question section, there are themes that have emerged from the thematic analysis of the
interview transcripts. The adolescent participants are addressed with the use of a code,
from P1 to P10 (P stands for Participant) and the three staff members are addressed with
their professional role (teacher, social worker and caretaker). When necessary, there are
direct quotations from the interviews, just translated in English, as 11 of the 13
interview transcripts are in Greek.

The following table overviews the themes emerging from Thematic Analysis by Research
Question

Research Question ' Themes

Theme 1: Progression from zero knowledge to functional

Research Question 1: L
communication

Theme 2: The role of everyday interaction alongside
Structured Learning

Theme 3: The Role of Length of Stay and their
educational backgrounds

Theme 1: Development of Friendships and Social

Research Question 2: .
Q Connections

Theme 2: Increased Confidence to Navigate Life Outside
the Centre

Theme 3: The role of Cultural Recognition in Fostering
Belonging

Research Question 3: Theme 1: Pr.eference for Communicative and Activity-
Based learning
Theme 2: The value of real-life, communicative content

Theme 3: Translanguaging and culturally responsive
practices

Theme 4: Mixed Preferences for individual versus group
learning

Research Question 4: Theme 1: Linguistic Difficulties Specific to Greek
Theme 2: Psychosocial Barriers

Theme 3: Literacy Challenges due to learners’ different
educational backgrounds for learners with interrupted
schooling

Theme 4: Temporary Stay, Future Uncertainty, and
Motivation

Theme 5: Structural Challenges in the function of the
programme



Research Question 1

The first research question seeks to find how unaccompanied refugee and migrant
adolescents see their own progress in Greek through their participation in the non-
formal education programme. The findings show a spectrum of self-assessed
competence that can be analysed with three themes. Firstly, the progression from zero
knowledge to fictional communication. Secondly, the role of everyday interaction
alongside structure learning and then the role of length of stay and their educational
backgrounds.

Theme 1: Progression from zero knowledge to functional communication

All ten adolescent participants said that they arrived in Greece with zero knowledge of
the Greek language. Through the interviews, the participants responded about how they
developed from complete beginners to being able to understand basic words and
phrases and keep progressing as time passed.

P8, a 16-year-old form Afghanistan who lives at the centre for approximately 8 months
at the time of the interview, said, according to this:

"When I got here first, I didn't know any Greek at all. As the time passed, slowly I started
to understand what people here were saying, I started learning basic words and practice
pronouncing them”.

— P8

Similarly, P9, a 16-year-old from Iran that lives at the centre around the same among
of time as P8 also mentioned:

"Now [ know some basic words and phrases that I use every day in the shelter and I keep

learning." — P9

For the participants who have been in Greece for longer periods, they showed the most
progress as one could expect. P4, who has lived in Greece for two and a half years at
the time of the interview and has been in multiple reception centers, demonstrated the
most advanced Greek proficiency among the Egyptian participants:

" Now I have learned the language and I speak Greek quite well, because I have been here
for a while. Apart from speaking, I also know how to read and write in Greek. Some things

still challenge me, but I don't give up." — P4

The best example to see how the particular non-formal education programme helped
the language acquisition is P10, the 13-year-old from Pakistan who had lived in Greece
for four years. His proficiency in the Greek language is such that he was the only
participant interviewed directly in Greek, without an interpreter.



"Now perhaps I know Greek even better than Punjabi because in Punjabi [ don't know

>

how to write and read, only a little, because I was young when I left, but in Greek I can”.

— P10

The teacher interviewed noted that even though each adolescent progresses in the Greek
language learning at their own pace, both systematic participation in the non-formal
education programme and daily communication in the centre, produce important gains:

""On average, the adolescents, depending of course on their willingness to participate,
show progress, in several cases significant progress, compared to their first day at the

shelter." — teacher

All participants demonstrated a definite progression from zero knowledge to a basic
level of fluent conversation, with proficiency increasing alongside length of residence.

Theme 2: The role of Everyday Interaction alongside Structured Learning

During the process of the interviews, it became clear that language learning occurred
not only through structured lessons but also through everyday interactions within the
center and, for some adolescents, in the wider community. Many participants mentioned
that they are learning Greek by talking with staff, listening to others speak and also
practicing when they leave the centre in situations when they need to shop, for example.

P2, one of the Egyptian participants, even though he reported limited engagement with
the Greek language sessions in the centre, said he was learning through everyday
exposure to the language:

“Now I understand some things I hear every day, I know some words and phrases and 1

often repeat whatever I hear to learn.” — P2

P1, another Egypt participant who stays in the centre for many months and attends the
lessons mentioned:

“l use Greek because I speak with you here every day, with all the staff, and I use it when [
go out for a walk in Thessaloniki or when I go shopping for something.” — PI

The teacher’s interview further confirmed this pattern by stating that those who
discontinued regular lesson attendance continued to develop language skills through
daily communication:



“There is an adolescent that stays currently at the shelter who is here for six months and
while he participated systematically in Greek lessons only during the first two months of
his stay, he continues to show progress in Greek due to daily communication with staff at

the shelter.” — teacher

The certain findings make evident that a non-formal education programme can have
indirect effects which extend beyond the immediate hours of instruction, because the
centre environment itself becomes a site of informal language learning.

Theme 3: The Role of Length of Stay and their educational backgrounds

The data revealed there is a strong connection between language acquisition and how
long the adolescents stayed in Greece. Their educational backgrounds are also a key
factor for they adapt to the new environment and learn the new language. First of all,
participants who had been in Greece for longer periods, demonstrated a higher
proficiency than recent arrivals. P4, who had been living in Greece for two and a half
years across several reception centres at the time of the interview, offered one of the
clearest accounts of this trajectory:

“I went to school in Athens for as long as I was there, and same here in Thessaloniki. I
speak Greek quite well now, because I have been here for a while. Apart from speaking, [
also know how to read and write in Greek. Some things still challenge me, but I do not

give up. — P4

P10, who arrived in Greece four years earlier at the age of nine and has attended school
continuously since then, represents the fullest example of what sustained length of stay
and educational engagement can produce:

“I have been doing lessons at the centre for all the years I have been here. The teachers
helped me from the very beginning when I did not know how to speak at all, and over

these years I have done many activities. I know Greek very well now.” — P10

On the contrary, P7, who had arrived only shortly before the interview took place, he
had not been enrolled in school because he arrived at the end of the school year and he
expressed frustration with his limited progress.

“I am a little disappointed because I don 't know where to start, or what I would like to

learn better.” — P7



His situation highlights how the absence of school enrolment, compounded by a very
recent arrival, limits both the quantity and the structure of language input available to a
learner in the early weeks of stay.

Educational background emerged as an equally important variable alongside length of
stay. P4 had completed five years of primary school in Egypt before arriving in Greece,
which provided him with literacy foundations in Arabic that he could draw on when
transitioning to reading and writing in Greek. P5, who had attended school in Egypt
until the second year of secondary, noted that his prior schooling meant he could already
read and write in Arabic reasonably well, which eased his engagement with written
Greek. P9, had received continuous formal schooling in Iran through the medium of
Farsi, which gave him a structured academic foundation even if his first language,
Sorani Kurdish, is typologically distant from Greek.

On the other hand, P2 who has no reading or writing skills in any language, which is a
fact confirmed by both the teacher and the social worker, faces the simultaneous
challenge of developing literacy from scratch alongside oral Greek acquisition. He said:

“Writing is difficult for me because I do not write even in Arabic.” — P2

This is a constraint that places him in a fundamentally different starting position from
most of his peers, regardless of how long he has been in Greece.

The teacher that was interviewed gives further insights to the research into how the
participants’ educational backgrounds shape language learning, mentioning a specific
case of a participant who, despite regular school attendance and lesson participation,
appeared to have a slower progress than expected.

“Another teenager, while he goes to school every day and attends quite a few lessons, he

has not shown the expected progress. He seems to forget the things he learns quickly.”

— teacher

The social worker also mentioned she sees different levels of language competence
among the adolescents, noting that had been in Greece longer and had more consistent
educational support demonstrated greater confidence in using Greek.

To conclude, the length of stay in Greece, also plays a crucial role in how much students
can learn and progress, as it seems longer residence comes with higher proficiency. It
is evident that to have meaningful results in learning time and patience is needed.

Research Question 2

The second research question had the goal to explore how unaccompanied refugee and
migrant adolescents experience non-formal education at the reception center and in
which level they perceive it as supporting their social inclusion into the Greek society.
Four themes were produced about how non-formal education can affect the
unaccompanied adolescents’ social inclusion. The first theme is the development of
friendships and social connections, the second is the increased confidence to navigate



life outside the center. The third theme is about the role of cultural recognition in
fostering belonging and the fourth is what the staff have observed according to the
adolescents’ social participation.

Theme 1: Development of Friendships and Social Connections

An interesting fact that comes up when studying the adolescents’ interviews is that
participation in non-formal education activities served in many cases as an opportunity
for adolescents to make friends, within the centre and in the local community.
Participants mentioned many times that they made friends through lessons, sports
activities and projects they did all together.

More specifically, P1 talked in detail about how the programme participation allowed
him to expand his social network:

“I am looking forward to the summer when I will participate in an international
programme with other kids my age who will come here in Greece from different countries.
1t will be like a camp, for two weeks, where we will do activities. We started having
meeting with other children from Thessaloniki who will participate. In these meetings |
made new friends. I also have made friends at school and in some other activities we do
outside the shelter. — PI

P4, who had lived in multiple reception centers, mostly in Athens and in Thessaloniki,
talked about learning the Greek language made it possible for him to make more friends.

“I already go to a regular Greek school because I have learned enough Greek and I can
communicate in it, so I have made friends here in Greece, in Thessaloniki and in Athens

where [ was before” — P4

From their perspective, staff members made this finding more valid. The caregiver
mentioned that creative activities in particular created new opportunities for social
bonding:

“During a cooking workshop, the children share recipes from their countries, laugh,
communicate with gestures when they don t speak the same language. These moments

il

build relationships.’ —caregiver

The social worker also noted:

“Over time, we often observe improvement in their cooperation, communication and

interaction with peers and staff." —social worker

From these answers we can see that participation in non-formal activities gives
opportunities for friendships to be created through shared experiences. These



relationships develop within the centre and beyond, which shows that non-formal
education serves as a social bridge to the wider community.

Theme 2: Increased Confidence to Navigate Life Outside the Center

Many participants pointed out how by developing Greek language skills, supported by
the non-formal education programme, they could go out of the centre more on their
own, as they had the confidence that they could communicate without help.

For instance, P8 connected his language learning with his increased capability to handle
everyday situations:

“For example, I go to the market and I can buy something by speaking Greek. [ feel proud
I am able to do that.” —P8

P5 also said he is using Greek in many contexts outside the shelter:

“I use Greek here and a little outside when I go for a walk and I want to get something to
eat or drink.” —P5

P10, as he has a more advanced proficiency, he described full participation in Greek
social life:

“I know Greek very well now and [ have many friends here. During summertime I also go

to camp.” —P10

The teacher could confirm that what they said was true and language learning had
helped them in their social life:

“Language is a basic tool that enhances the sense of belonging in the new society,
because the better Greek they know, the easier they can communicate, thus make friends,
participate in activities outside the shelter, in sports and artistic groups with people their

age and more.” —teacher

The caregiver added to that his observation of how creative activities made the
adolescents more confident and helped their social inclusion:

“The creative activities we organise help the teenagers interact with each other and with
the staff in a more informal and relaxed way ... Over time [ see that the teenagers become

more open, more willing to ask for help and more confident in themselves.” —caregiver



Learner’s increased confidence reflects the practical value of language learning for
everyday life and supports increasingly meaningful engagement with Greek society.

Theme 3: The role of Cultural Recognition in Fostering Belonging

Many participants noted that non-formal education lessons and activities sometimes
included content from their countries of origin and teachers recognised and valued their
cultural backgrounds. This means that social inclusion can be fostered not only through
learning about Greek culture, but also through having someone’s own culture
acknowledged and respected.

P2 mentioned specific activities that connected learning to his Egyptian heritage:

“In the lessons and activities we do things about Egypt. We have watched films about
Egypt, we have made a map and a collage about Ancient Egypt and we have cooked
Egyptian food. I would like us to continue doing such things." —P2

Moreover, P10 said that he likes telling stories about his country and it in centre his
talks with his teachers and the rest of the staff about films, history and the languages
they speak in Pakistan.

The teacher agreed, but said that indeed this is a pedagogical strategy both teachers
follow.

“We often use or created material related to the adolescents’ countries and mother togues
in lesson contexts. We encourage the adolescents to use all their linguistic knowledge in

order to understand and express concepts. —teacher

However, she added that there are some structural barriers that limit the programme’s
capacity to fully support inclusion:

“There are structural dysfunctions, such as the volume of bureaucracy with which
teachers and social services are burdened, which greatly increases the workload, and
therefore the available time to implement the necessary lessons and activities.”

—teacher

Research Question 3

The third research question focuses on which language-teaching practices and activities
are used in the educational setting of the research site. From their answers, four themes
emerged. First, the preference for communicative activity-based learning, second is the
value of real-life, communicative content, third is recognition of translanguaging and



culturally responsive practices and fourth the mixed preferences for individual versus
group learning.

Theme 1: Preference for Communicative and Activity-Based learning

The adolescents broadly confirmed the communicative orientation of the programme
when they answered to what type of lessons and activities they find more useful and
fun. All of them said they preferred activities that were playful, creative or involved
videos and pictures. The activities they chose to mention as specific examples of what
they did and enjoyed the most are activities that included games, drawing, cooking,
woodworking, watching films and videos, listening to songs and art projects like graffiti
and canvas painting.

Many mentions can be found in the interviews. Let’s begin with P3 that said:

“When we combine lessons with games it is more enjoyable” —P3
P6, despite the fact that he generally showed low engagement with lessons, expressed
his preference for creative activities:

“I like activities that are more creative, like drawing and woodworking. I want to become

better at these. Especially woodworking is very useful."” —P6

P7, who like P6 showed very limited interest in formal lessons said:

“I like videos and films because I learn how people really speak”. —P7

P8 described a learning strategy that he discovered recently that likes and it helps him:

“Recently I started listening to Greek songs and I enjoy it very much.” —P8

P9 stated why creative approaches work for him:

"[ like activities that use pictures, videos, or drawing. When lessons include creative

work, it is easier for me to remember words." —P9

Some of them also talked about conversations with the teachers and the rest of the staff,
like P2 and P8 (some others also). P2 said:

What helps me is to have conversations generally and learn that way”, —pP2



while P8 pointed out that he catches new Greek words though daily interactions with

the staff. These statements combined to what the teacher described show that
conversations are used as a vehicle for language learning, many times independently
from Greek language sessions. During the creative activities conversations happen too.
All this means that indeed the entire centre environment is a language-learning space.
However, this will be further analysed in the next theme.

The teacher described her primary pedagogical orientation as communicative and
experiential, that it is focusing more on vocabulary and expressions that can be useful
to the adolescents in their everyday lives in situations such as shopping, doctor
appointments, while they use public services, navigating the city of Thessaloniki using
buses and more. The teacher used a variety of exercises like role-plays, art activities,
small group discussions, educational videos and other audio and visual materials. She
added that she and her colleague use also textbooks specifically designed for teaching
Greek as a second language to refugees and migrants. Those textbooks are mainly three,
one is EAAnvikd A’, another one is KAIK ota EAAnvikd and one more is ZwvidAo. She
said that all three of them are appropriate to the centre’s context.

"I mainly use communicative and experiential methods. I try to give emphasis to
vocabulary and expressions related to the children's everyday lives, such as shopping,
transportation, medical appointments, and communication with services. Role-plays,
audiovisual material, educational videos, art activities, and small group discussions are

also used.” —teacher

It seems teacher’s preference for the communicative approach fits well with the interest
of adolescents, who are engaged by play, imagination and more concrete, engaging
activities. Even disengaged learners showed motivation for such activities, which
shows that the centre environments functions as a language-learning space for all.

Theme 2: The value of real-life, communicative content

All the participants noted they appreciated the fact that many lessons and activities had
topics relevant to their everyday needs and real-world communication. Instead of
following grammar instructions, adolescents wanted to learn words and phrases they
could use immediately.

P1 said:

“In lessons I always ask to learn the words I need to use every day”. —PI1

P3 said something similar too:



"[ started with the basics by learning the alphabet and then mostly words we use every

day so that I can communicate here at the shelter, to ask if I want something." —P3

PS5 described the first lessons he attended positively because they focused on practical
communication.

"During the first two months I was here, I did quite a few Greek lessons. I quickly

learned enough words that I can use every day to be able to communicate." —P5

The teacher said specifically that the programme has communicative content as a
priority.

"[ try to give emphasis on vocabulary and expressions that are related to the adolescents’

everyday lives, such as shopping, transportation, doctor appointments and communication

with services." —teacher

The fact that participants consistently valued language learning that was immediately
useful for their daily lives, reflects the urgency of communication needs in migration
contexts.

Theme 3: Translanguaging and Culturally Responsive Practices

One of the most consistent findings in both adolescent and staff interviews is that many
lessons and activities included the adolescents' mother tongues and cultural
backgrounds and this was important to all of them. The teacher described it in detail.

"We use material related to the children's home countries and mother tongues very
frequently. We screen films and documentaries about their countries in Greek and in their
own languages, we make collages and worksheets on topics such as the history and
geography of those countries, in which children are free to use their mother tongues to

write and express themselves."

— teacher

Besides what was mentioned above, there are also the cooking workshop, where
adolescents prepared dishes from their countries of origin and discussions and
presentations where they shared traditions, music and cultural knowledge with the rest
of the group. The teacher also highlighted the use of translanguaging practices, where
she encouraged the students to draw on all their linguistic resources, all the languages
they speak, to understand and express ideas in Greek. During this process, she was
asking them to make comparisons between all these languages.



Adolescents’ responses present the real value of this kind of approaches. P1 pointed
out that in lessons they used both Arabic and Greek and there were class sessions that
specifically focused on Egypt. P2 talked about collages and films about ancient Egypt
and the experience of cooking Egyptian food. P8 described a presentation he made
about his country of origin (Afghanistan), in which he chose things about his culture he
liked and wanted to share. He added that during the lessons he has watched educational
videos about Afghan history too. Furthermore, P10 shared that he likes to tell stories
about his country.

“[ like to share stories about my country. We often talk about films, history and the
languages spoken there” —P1I10

This culturally responsive practice seems to have been successful and pedagogically
and emotionally, making learning more accessible and helping to create an environment
where students know their identities are valued and they should not try to hide their
cultural background to fit in their host country’s society.

Theme 4: Mixed Preferences for individual versus group learning

Adolescent participants, when they were asked if they preferred to study on the ground,
or alone, one-on-one with a teacher, gave different answers, showing they have diverse
preferences which reflect a variety of learning styles and individual circumstances.

P4 explained his choice:
“When the classroom is noisy, I might lose focus and miss important information of the

lesson. It is hard to concentrate. I think it is better alone because I can concentrate more

easily.” —P4

P10 agreed with him, saying that when he is alone, he is calmer and he can concentrate
better. Others chose learning with peers.

P3 mentioned:

“I prefer to be together with other children in lessons, because we help each other” —P3

PS5 had the same opinion saying that he has a better time with company.

The teacher in her interview recognised the challenge of managing diverse learning
preferences within the programme, pointed out that one more reason why it has to be
flexible to address such different needs.

All these diverse answers reveal the importance of flexibility in a non-formal education,
where programmes must accommodate learners with different backgrounds and
circumstances.



Research Question 4

The fourth research question aimed to identify the challenges unaccompanied
adolescents face in their language learning in the non-formal education programme.
The answers can lead to sorting out the information gathered under four themes. The
first theme is linguistic difficulties that have to do with the Greek language specifically.
The second theme is about the psychosocial barriers these adolescents face. The third
theme is the literacy challenges for students with interrupted schooling, and the fourth
theme is about temporary stays and uncertain future. In the end, some extra structural
challenges identified by the staff were mentioned.

Theme 1: Linguistic Difficulties Specific to Greek

Adolescents pointed out various aspects of what they find more difficult in Greek. Their
answers included pronunciation, spelling, and forming complete sentences. The level
of difficulty each adolescent faces is connected to his linguistic background and his
literacy level.

P4’s Greek language skills are at a good level today, so he answered about what he
found difficult at the beginning. He said:

“Pronunciation was what challenged me the most, because there are many words that
are long and difficult” —P4

P7, who is a complete beginner, also said that pronunciation is what he finds more
difficult.

P5 mentioned he struggles to form full sentences. P2, who has no literacy in any
language, answered that writing is very challenging for him. P6 talked about having
writing difficulties, too.

P9, whose first language is Sorani Kurdish and he is also fluent in Farsi, said that what
he finds difficult is that Greek is very different from Sorani and Farsi.

P10, noted that even after 4 years in Greece, he sometimes finds spelling challenges.

Theme 2: Psychosocial Barriers

All these unaccompanied minors have come to Greece under difficult circumstances.
They worry about their parents and siblings they have left behind, about how legal
procedures are going regarding their asylum requests or reconnection with family
members in other European countries and they worry about their futures. These findings
highlight how essential psychosocial support is for this population.

P1 talked a lot about how his family reunification case affects him:



“Sometimes, some things that happen affect me. What I worry about the most is whether
the family reunification with my brother who is in Italy is progressing. I am gathering the

papers needed to go to him. These days I am waiting to hear news about it.” --P1

PS5 said that he worries about his future, P6 about his asylum process and P7 said that
all he thinks about is that he needs to work to earn money which gives him anxiety.

P8 shared a profound and deep loss:

“The second night I was here I lost my father and I still think about it. Now all I care

about is that I have to support my mother and my sisters back home” -P8
P10 answered that he misses his family a lot and he tries to talk to them every day.

The social worker gave a professional perspective on how these psychosocial
conditions affect learning:

“The most significant obstacles concern language difficulties, different levels of
knowledge of the Greek language and maintaining motivation for learning, particularly
when adolescents face psychosocial difficulties arising from the traumatic experiences

they carry." —social worker

The caretaker added to that:

“There are some days that a kid doesn t leave his room, he doesn t want to talk or even

eat. In moments like this, participation in an activity is impossible. —caretaker

Theme 3: Literacy Challenges due to learners’ different educational
backgrounds for Learners with Interrupted Schooling

The information gathered through the research process also showed that some
adolescents faced challenges which are related to limited or no literacy in their first
languages and that these challenges affected their engagement with the Greek language,
especially writing in Greek. P2 is an example that stands out as he has no reading or
writing skills in any language. He said specifically “writing is difficult for me because
I don’t write even in Arabic”.

The teacher confirmed this by pointing out that the programme must respond to
heterogeneous educational backgrounds.

“It is taken into account that most had partial or very incomplete to non-existent

schooling while still in their countries or in previous countries of residence. There are of



course also some who have a stronger academic background. We adapt activities and we

try to meet each adolescent s needs according to it.” —teacher

For those learners with interrupted schooling and limited first-language literacy, who
face more challenges in learning Greek, differentiated approaches are required which
prioritise oral interaction and gradual literacy building.

Theme 4: Temporary Stay, Future Uncertainty and Motivation

Another finding that has to be mentioned is the demotivating effect of temporary stay
and future uncertainty in language learning. The teacher talked about it, explaining why
it is important.

"Many children stay for short periods of time. Some move from one shelter to another,
while others choose to leave informally, even from the country. This means, there is often
not enough time to learn the language."

— teacher

This was clear by looking again at some adolescent participants' statements. P2
mentioned he did not consider learning Greek a priority because he planned to go to
Italy. P7, who had recently arrived and had not been enrolled in school it was clear he
also looked toward work and financial independence rather than social inclusion. Of
course, there were other participants who weren’t thinking like that and they wanted to
try to find a place of belonging in the current circumstances.

The social worker recommended that the programme should have as a main goal,
quality over quantity, to addre