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Project Description
The EducAction Project aimed at promoting civic and social competences among 
young people by strengthening the central role of school and local communities. 
The intervention aimed at building an integrated model of education and civic 
participation that -working at individual, community, and institutional level – would 
be able to create an inclusive and high-quality civic space for the educational 
community (adults, educators, teachers, social workers). 

The action was mainly based on the 
delivery of two experimental Labs
-one within the school and one open to 
the whole community -which included 
theoretical and practical learning 
sessions, involving schools’ actors and 
public and private stakeholders as well 
as the exchange of experiences among 
the four target countries (Belgium, 
Greece, Italy, Portugal).  
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The action targeted four 
“school communities”: 

January 2020 and ended on the 30th of April 2022.

The project was implemented by ActionAid International Italia Onlus (Italy), 
A.S.T.E.R.I (Greece), Cooperativa de Educação, cooperação e Desenvolvimento CRL 
(ECOS- Portugal), UC Limburg vzw (UCLL- Belgium).

The project was funded by the European Commission-Education, Audiovisual and 
Culture Executive Agency (EACEA).

• ITALY 
Oriani Mazzini (Milan)  

• GREECE 
The project started activities in 
February 2020 in IEK Alfa which is a 
professional school targeting older 
students people because the Greek 
partner did not receive permission 
from the Ministry of Education to 
enter public schools due to Covid 19 
restrictions.  Project activities at the 
ARSAKEIO Lyceum and the White 
Tower Lyceum started in May 2020. 

• BELGIUM 
Antheneum (Hasselt) 

• PORTUGAL 
Agrupamento de Escolas Pinheiro e 
Rosa (AEPROSA)

The project started on the 15th of 
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The Project's Model 

Two months after  the project start, the COVID19 Pandemic spread across Europe, 
hugely impacting everyone’s life, including the life of students, schools and 
communities, that were supposed to be involved by the project. 

Implementing the project as planned before the pandemic hit, was a massive 
challenge given how much the context changed. Schools were closed several times 
during the 28 months of the project, school activities were re-designed and brought 
online by teachers who did not always have a high level of digital skills.

This made difficult to re-plan project methodologies as stakeholders’ attention 
shifted to managing the emergency. This mean that for the first 10 months all 
project activities not connected with the emergency, were deprioritised. 

Despite the change in context, we have tried to test the model developed for the 
project which was underpinned by three interconnected steps beginning with 
the school setting and widening to include the community. The final goal was to 
test a pilot model to provide a collective solution for a shared issue affecting the 
community. 
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FIRST STEP
A PARTICIPATORY PROCESS FOCUSED ON THE STUDENTS AND THE SCHOOL 
ENVIRONMENT, TO IDENTIFY NEEDS AND CHALLENGES AND DEVELOP 
COMMON SOLUTIONS

Through the School Labs, the school assumed the role of a democratic agora where 
students learned how to take collective decisions. 
From February 2020 to April 2021, four School Labs were organized attended by 129 
students, 24 teachers and 39 parents.
Due to the dissemination activities 300 parents were informed of the EducAction 
Project activities.
The initial meetings were dedicated to identify at least one challenge/problem which 
was further analysed outside the class, and summarised in a Problem Statement 
Report, drafted by each School Lab. Students and teachers were then involved in 
the co-design of at least one School Initiative to tackle the identified problem. 

SECOND STEP
COMMUNITY LABS DEVELOPMENT
   
Community Labs had working principles similar to school labs. Community Labs 
started in March 2021 and run in parallel with school labs, involving the same 
students until January 2022.
19 civil society actors andlocal institutions were involved in the project and attended 
the Labs providing their expertise and knowledge related to the territory and the 
city’s decision-making process.

The first initiative of the Community Labs was a  mapping of the territory to 
identify young people’s main needs and challenges: students learnt to use open 
data to improve their understanding of local governance and decision-making 
procedures by learning co-design and participatory methodologies, tools and 
techniques of citizen journalism and photo and video reporting. 
As a result of the analysis, students promoted their potential solutions to the 
community (online and offline) and engaged in creative ways to persuade people to 
vote for their preferred solution.
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THIRD STEP
TESTING COMMUNITY SOLUTIONS 
  
The solutions identified in each city were tested and validated at local level: students 
led this activity and through 432 interviews, questionnaires and online surveys 
assessed whether the proposed solution really met the needs and expectations 
of the community:  the Community Solution prototyped was developed and 
the main findings   were summarised into an Audit’s Report. Following the Audit 
Phase, the local authorities, local stakeholders, parents, and teachers supported the 
students to identify the main elements to be included in the final elaboration of a 
Community Solution Proposal.
Following on from the School and Community Labs students, together with 
community stakeholders (teachers, civil society and local government), designed and 
implemented a pilot project to collectively tackle a local issue. 

The process was underpinned by a needs analysis to identify relevant issues, a 
collective decision-making process to select one issue to work on and a co-design 
methodology.  
Despite the different contexts in the four countries, similar issues emerged through 
the needs assessment, in particular:

• The lack of child/young people friendly places in the city.  
• The lack of an exchange of knowledge and ideas between authorities and 

community.   
• The need to restore young people’s confidence in their ability to make change 

happen.   
• The need for communities to cooperate and exchange ideas, replicate 

best practices and have young people cooperate with local organizations, 
stakeholders, authorities etc.  

These themes were discussed during a three-day online Civic Hackathon held 
in February 2022, that led to the development of a “Youth Civic Manifesto”: a 
document listing the most important factors to consider in order  to increase  
youth’s participation in  local/school/neighbourhood affairs affecting their lives, 
directly and indirectly. 
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Youth Civic Manifesto

Increased inclusion and participation 
What Youngsters strongly claimed clearly emerged in the Manifesto: “talk with us, 
not about us!”. Young people affirm local institutions and schools should listen to 
their needs and proposals (for example with a dedicated direct channel to local 
councillors) and also include them in local policy planning, through some form of 
representation (e.g. youth representative or committee).  
 

Recognition and feedback 
Youngsters claim what 
they need is more 
acknowledgement by 
institutions, that are asked 
to be more responsive in 
providing feedback and 
consider young people’s 
proposals and inputs : 
in most cases,  they are 
able to discuss issues 
and be listened to, but 
then the suggestions and 
ideas emerged  on the 
issues raised fizzle out. 

Acknowledgment also means  valuing   civic participation through informal channels, 
not only through official committees, knowing that young people are active in 
different ways.
 
Creation of spaces (online/offline) for getting together and promote active 
participation
Schools and local institutions should promote more spaces for young people to 
convey together and actively participate, both online and offline (such as local 
festival or web platforms). These spaces would encourage participation by giving 
youngsters actual opportunities to actively participate and provide contribution 
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to their community (e.g. by volunteering). This could be a way to tap into their 
energy and to promote networking for youngsters and to boost  participation of 
marginalised young people.  

Making politics more inclusive 
Youngsters consider “official” politics not inclusive enough. They really want to 
understand how a municipality works, how to read and understand procedures 
and protocols, they want to take part to the dialogue with institutions, but they are 
missing some tools and knowledge to be able to do so. They would like bureaucratic 
language to be more inclusive and more accessible (e.g., more languages, inclusive 
language, more explanations). They have summarised this concept as “politics for 
dummies”. 

Incentives and resources 
Young people recommend to  make available more resources and funds for “youth-
led activities planning” (along with more inclusion and feedbacks, see above) set 
by local institutions and schools, but also some kind of incentive (for example 
acknowledging civic participation activities for school/college grading). 
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Students perspective
of the  EducAction Project 

The project entailed four Focus Groups with  (one in each country) for a total of 52 
students. Each Focus Group was conducted as a class discussion.
To give everyone a chance to share their opinion, the interactive tool ‘Wooclap’ was 
used. The results were shared in real time on the big screen and discussed further 
as a group.

The focus group was organized around seven main guiding questions/topics:

1. In a few words how would you define students’ participation in the classroom? 
In general, the main definitions of participation were related to being active, 
being engaged, speaking up.

• Italy: The main meanings of participation that emerged were direct activation, 
being attentive and curious and continuing to learn.  

• Belgium: The concepts  that were most used to define participation were: getting 
to know yourself better, working in a group, cooperating, learning things, speaking 
in front of the class, knowing how to better address and involve people, increase 
courage to act, motivation, learning about other countries, learning about the 
system in Belgium, being aware of our expertise as young people.  

• Greece: Participants would define participation as students actively engaging in 
conversations about their problems and organising projects. They would love to 
see that students get engaged in actions and are able to speak their minds.  

• Portugal: There are different definitions of participation depending on the class in 
which they are discussed and the personal interests of each student.
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2. In your opinion, what are the main obstacles for students’ participation? 
The main obstacles that emerged were related on the one hand to personal 
characteristics such as being afraid of speaking up because of judgement and 
criticism, not being aware/lacking confidence in someone’s own role and abilities 
and on the other, to the school environment as students feel they are not 
listened to and are not given space to participate. 

• Italy: some of the obstacles that emerged were linked to personal fears, shyness 
and/or anxieties while others concerned the role that teachers/schools should 
play in bringing people together, helping them to get to know each other better 
and creating a sense of belonging in the classroom.  These are the issues that 
were mentioned: fear of making mistakes, shyness, anxiety, fear of being judged/
criticised constructively by teachers and destructively by peers, teachers should 
involve us more, teachers should make people socialise more, try to sort out the 
small groups that form within the class, make students get to know each other 
better to overcome prejudices.   

• Belgium: the main obstacles reported were: pupils not being aware of their own 
position, many pupils not realising they can really make a change, some noy being 
aware of hierarchy at school, pupils not feeling listened to, sometimes pupils need 
to be more daring, sometimes feeling overwhelmed to do anything more than 
homework. 

• Greece: on the one hand the teaching approaches in the classroom do not 
support enough interaction and participation. Students want more chances 
to participate. On the other hand, students sometimes lack the confidence to 
express their ideas.   

• Portugal: the main obstacles were related to the personality of each person as 
often feeling able to intervene more often in a group context, perhaps for fear of 
making mistakes, or lack of confidence, as well as the level of interests according 
to the topic discussed. 
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3. Have you seen changes in students’ participation in class thanks to the project? 
If yes, please give examples - For example, are teachers more supportive now than 
before?  
In general, the project has helped the students to work on themselves at a 
personal and group level. On a personal level, they have become more aware 
and confident to speak up. On a group level, they have become more able to 
cooperate and work together as a group without fighting if they have different 
points of view. 

• Italy: the main changes that the pupils reported were at a personal level, such 
as an increased ability to communicate/express themselves in public. These are 
some of the responses: ‘I am very shy and during the project I gained courage 
and managed to speak in English in front of everyone even during the hackathon; 
‘After the project, I can reflect more on my prejudices. I became much more self-
confident because I learned that even if I make mistakes, I can fix them and learn 
to dot better; I’ve learnt and I’m learning to feel a bit freer. 

• Belgium: all pupils noticed a difference in terms of participation in the school 
after the project. 95% of them reported a personal change in terms of being more 
aware of their opportunities to participate and wanting to be better informed, 47% 
noticed a change among their classmates and 5% among other fellow pupils in the 
schools and teachers.   

• Greece: participants reported that teachers were helpful as far as coordination 
was concerned. However, they did not see a major change in regular classes. One 
main change they observed was being better able to cooperate as a group.  

• Portugal: several students reported that the project offered them the first 
opportunity to speak openly, without fear of judgment from the rest of the class. 
It has changed the way some students interact with the rest of the class. The fact 
that the opinion of each one was considered during the project was essential 
because students are used to be evaluated in a quantitative way and without 
considering their opinion. In addition, at the beginning of the project, classes were 
newly formed and did not know each other well, as a result communication was 
poor. This changed as the project allowed the students to get to know each other 
better.
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4. According to you, how often are young people involved in decisions related to the 
life in the community? Why do you think that?  
In all countries, students reported that young people are generally not involved 
in decision-making processes that affect their lives both at school and 
outside of school. If they are involved, they feel that their opinion is not really 
considered and does not influence the final decision. 

• Italy: the group shared the feeling that young people are generally not involved in 
decision making processes at the community level.  Issues that came up through 
discussion were: 

 - We know now that we have a chance to do something because we have participated in the project.
 - I live in my neighbourhood, and I don’t even know what there is beyond the parish. I’ve never felt 

part of anything. Now we’ve organised the graffiti for the nursery, we’re doing something.  
 - Honestly, I never thought about it before, and I’ve never been interested.
 - We used to see things and not think we could do something to change things and how to do it. 

Now that I know how to do something I can think that I can change things in the future, that I can 
improve. 

 - We can’t change something we don’t know about, if there were more opportunities to get together 
it would be easier, it would be very different. For example, yesterday we were talking about the 
youth centres that could be in our neighbourhood and in my area there is only one public library, 
but few people know about it.  

 - I agree, there is no one to tell us what is around our neighbourhood, the schools should inform 
us about what is there and what we can do for our city. They should inform us when we are in 
primary and secondary school. They should tell us where to find places where we can do these 
things and participate. 

• Greece: students reported feeling not  very involved in decision-making processes. 
There are no procedures for young people to cooperate with the municipality and 
the government. Their ideas are not taken into consideration. Most of the time 
they are not taken seriously by adults because they are teenagers.   

• Portugal: most students feel young people do not interact with any decision-
making institutions, despite some belonging to associations (for example scouts, 
student associations etc). Even young people who belong to organizations often 
do not have decision-making powers, the institutions they take part in are merely 
formal, and decision-making processes are very much formalised. Young people 
do not participate because they feel that their opinion is not influential, and it will 
not matter when making the final decision.
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5. How much has the project contributed to enhancing young people’s participation in 
the life of their communities? What do you do now that you had not done before? 
In general, students have been able to meet institutions and associations in 
their communities, however they feel that their involvement in community-
based decision-making processes is still quite limited. 

• Italy: participants reported having met with different associations but not all 
interested them at the same level. In addition, the youth shared the feeling 
of being a little bit detached from the people whom they met in terms of 
communication/language, especially when it comes to institutions and local 
authorities. 

 - We talked to several associations but in general I was not always interested because they do not 
work in areas in which I would like to make/bring about change, except for Le Giardiniere.

 - We met the CDE Creta that organizes many interesting activities, such as the memory train which I 
think is a good idea, Handicap Su La Testa, Le Giardiniere and Officine della Produzione with which 
we also worked. 

 - When we had the meeting with Rita Barbieri, she thanked us and she seemed to be moved. She 
said well done for what you’re doing and then talked about what she’s doing, but didn’t encourage 
us to do more. 

 - I partly agree with my colleague. However, she told us that she is on our side. I don’t know what 
more she could have done.

 - When we talk about the type of involvement, we would like to have from those who come to tell us 
about their experience, it is also important to use a language that reaches us more, that is simpler, 
that can interest and motivate us. Everything Barbieri said was interesting, but if a person talks 
non-stop for hours, then you lose attention.  

• Belgium: most pupils said they feel more involved on a passive level. This means 
that they are more open to information and show more interest in participation 
initiatives. Four pupils even expressed an interest in actively participating in 
politics. Their motivation was mainly thanks to the encouragement they felt during 
the process of this project.  

• Greece: the students reported that little has changed in terms of participation at 
the community level. This is what they said: 

 - We met the Municipality and the mayor of Kalamaria. However, we don’t think we got the results 
we were hoping for because we are still not very heard by the Municipality. The achievement of the 
Youth Municipal Council and the overcoming the bureaucracy on the framework of the creation 
of the “vegetable garden” is a very important step in the context of communication between the 
School and the Authorities. Nonetheless, the project did inspire us and helped us to understand that 
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asyoung people we need and deserve more space and claim it.
  The reactions to the news are positive but cautious.

 - It is exciting. Young people have great ideas and do not have the chance to express them to a big 
audience. 

 - It is good to know that there will be this opportunity. We will be able to have our own voice in the 
Municipality. We will oversee our own lives for once. In Greece it doesn’t happen so often with 
youth. But we will see if we will be able to use it correctly and if it will work.   

• Portugal: taking part in this project helped students to feel part of a decision- 
making process whereby all participants could contribute with ideas, without 
being judged. In a post-project view, we realized that those who participated had 
the opportunity to have a voice and contribute to real change in our community, 
and that the projects we outlined are being considered to be implemented.
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Conclusions 

The students confirmed that the project addressed a relevant problem as 
degree of participation is quite low and limited both inside and outside school. 

Most young people are not aware of existing opportunities for participation or 
do not trust institutional decision-making processes because they feel that their 
opinion will not matter in terms of the final decision. In addition, sometimes young 
people lack confidence in themselves and their skills. 

The project was aligned with other projects active in the target contexts. 
It promoted a good networking and connection with other initiatives 
implemented by project partners and other organizations. 

It is evident that the project activities have been effective in terms of enhancing 
participants’ confidence in their skills and in the role they can play.

The project enabled the participation of students, strengthened their ability to 
express themselves, their perspectives and opinions on issues that affect them, 
enabled them to identify problems and find creative solutions, made them work 
together and strengthened class cohesion.

On the other hand, the project has been less effective in terms of engaging 
teachers and the school at large. This is in part due to the Covid 19 situation that 
limited schools’ ability to deeply engage in the project. 



16

Finally, the project enabled students to meet and engage with local 
associations and institutions that they were not familiar with. 
This has made them more aware of the opportunities of participation that 
might exist in their neighbourhood/city. However, most young people who 
participated in the project did not feel that their participation in institutional 
decision-making processes is valued by adults.  

The main impact the project contributed to can be seen at the individual level, 
meaning at the level of the students who participated in the activities.
Indeed, the evaluation shows that they have increased their cognitive and non-
cognitive skills and they have become more aware and active.
At structural level, both at the level of school and community, the results was 
likely to be negatively affected by the delay and the changes to the project 
implementation due to the pandemic.



#youthempowerment  #EducAction


