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Abstract

A major challenge for many immigrants and 
refugees, particularly those with little or no 
formal schooling, is learning the language of 
the host country. Open educational resources 
(OER), including courses and websites with 
multilingual stories, are ways to address this 
challenge. This chapter will present and anal-
yse the OER developed in three projects 
funded by the Erasmus+ Programme: Advenus 
and Regap, which integrated language and 
content learning in courses, and LIDA Stories 
(https://lidastories.net), a collection of 
country- specific websites with multilingual 
stories for youth and adult immigrants and 
refugees who are learning the language of the 
host country. The chapter concludes by high-
lighting the key role of stories for the acquisi-
tion of the host country language by migrants 
and refugees.
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A major goal for the integration of immigrants 
and refugees is learning the language of the host 
country, as language is widely seen as a key to 
studying, getting a job, and otherwise taking part 
in the society. At the same time, language learn-
ing is a major challenge for many. Immigrants and 
refugees with little or no formal schooling face a 
particular disadvantage. They are not fully famil-
iar with print literacy in any language and must 
rely more heavily on oral and other means of com-
munication and sense-making [1]. Research on 
adults’ literacy development has mostly focused 
on people who are literate in their first language 
[2], which further underlines the importance of 
more research into how the education system can 
accommodate the group of students who are the 
primary topic of this chapter.

While many countries offer language courses, 
usually in addition to other courses and support, 
students without prior formal education are at a 
disadvantage since they are accustomed to listen-
ing rather than reading for learning—in a school 
system that is highly oriented towards print liter-
acy. Language is also implicated in this conun-
drum, as the teachers hardly ever speak the 
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languages of their students, and rarely have learn-
ing materials in their languages at their disposal. 
Instructional content, such as literacy, mathemat-
ics and social sciences, have to be taught in a lan-
guage, which invariably means the language of 
the host country. Language and content are often 
taught together; even if the two are split into sep-
arate courses, they are integrated in the immi-
grants and refugees’ learning process.

For pre-literate language learners in particu-
lar, but arguably all immigrant and refugees, 
drawing on their language competence and 
motivation to adapt to the host country, is a way 
to apply a resource perspective to language 
learning, effectively to treat their first language 
as a resource in the acquisition of the target lan-
guage, such as Italian, Portugese or Norwegian 
[3]. Open educational resources (OER), such as 
bilingual stories with both print and audio, are a 
way to address this challenge, which has become 
possible with digital devices, in particular the 
ubiquitous handheld devices such as smart-
phones and tablets in recent years, with touch 
screens facilitating navigation independently of 
text and keyboard. OER can be used inside and 
outside the formal education system, which 
learning cities emphasize (see chapters 
“Introduction: The Changing World of Pedagogy 
in Diverse Cultural Contexts” and “Promoting 
Learning Inclusion Through the Global Network 
of Learning Cities and Sustainable Development 
Goals (SDGs)”).

In this chapter we will discuss the inclusion of 
immigrants and refugees, particularly those with 
little education, from the perspective of language 
learning and content and language integration 
through the use of OER in general and bilingual 
stories in particular. By approaching language 
learning from a resource perspective, we consider 
immigrants and refugees’ identity and investment 
[4], and how these theoretical principles are 
expressed through LIDA’s precursor projects 
(Advenus and ReGap) and LIDA Stories (lidasto-
ries.net), which was developed as part of LIDA. All 
three projects include online resources for adult 
refugees; Advenus and ReGap offered primarily 
courses, while LIDA Stories is a collection of 
country-specific websites with stories for youth 
and adult immigrants and refugees who are learn-
ing the language of the host country (see Fig. 1).

Apart from the background and design prin-
ciples of LIDA Stories, we present a case for the 
use of stories created in the Advenus and ReGap 
projects, which offered online courses that inte-
grated language and content. We discuss how 
these different digital approaches to support 
immigrants and refugees’ learning can comple-
ment each other and draw on stories and story-
telling as fundamental modes of human 
expression. We conclude by pointing to the way 
forward, specifically how the current develop-
ment of LIDA Stories builds on prior experiences 
and a set of design principles, can support the 
vision of inclusive education in the digital age.

Fig. 1 The LIDA Stories Portal with the four country-specific websites (https://lidastories.net/)
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1  Language and Literacy 
Learning for Immigrants 
and Refugees

Migration and refugee crises are not a new phe-
nomenon, but the increase Europe has seen in 
recent years calls for renewed attention to their 
education and training [5]. Many migrants and 
refugees are forced to leave their homes, some-
times leaving family members behind. While 
many value the learning of the host country’s lan-
guage, other concerns and priorities can jeop-
ardise the time and focus they have for courses 
and training aimed at studying the language or 
other courses. Financial constraints can also 
force people to prioritise working over studying. 
People with limited education from their home 
countries are particularly vulnerable, not least 
since they on average require much more time to 
develop basic literacy and other foundational 
skills—even to get entry-level jobs or further 
studies [6].

While basic, technical literacy skills such as 
decoding and reading comprehension are core to 
literacy development, the emphasis on functional 
literacy, where literacy is reduced to a set of tech-
nical skills, has been criticised for not taking into 
account the multi-faceted and context-dependent 
nature of literacy (e.g., [7, 8]). People develop 
and use literacy for a purpose, or rather many 
purposes, depending on the situation, and come 
to the language and literacy classroom with prior 
experiences, wishes and understanding, which 
should inform the teaching that takes place [2, 9]. 
Two keywords in this context are language and 
identity, which will be discussed in the 
following.

Language and literacy education for adult 
immigrants and refugees has often implied the 
use of the target language only [10], even though 
there is consensus among researchers that the 
students’ first language should be considered a 
resource and that co-current development of the 
first language benefits the development of the 
second (the one that is being taught) [11]. 
Although there has been an increase in the use 
and acknowledgement of the students’ own lan-
guages, many teachers struggle with this, and are 

caught between competing ideologies and practi-
cal concerns (e.g., [12]). Similar tendencies can 
be found in primary and secondary schools as 
well, but these groups of students are different in 
crucial ways, and the wealth of scholarship on 
multilingualism in schools does not readily trans-
late to the context of adult education.

Orientations towards language in multilingual 
contexts—language as a problem, language as a 
right, and language as a resource [3], along with 
most concepts and theories in this area, have been 
developed with respect to children’s education, 
or at least primarily used in that context, but are 
often relevant for adult education. Re-purposing 
and recontextualizing concepts and theories, 
while potentially fruitful, require attention to 
nuances and shifts in meaning. While Ruiz’s con-
cepts were originally intended at the level of lan-
guage planning and linguistic minorities at a 
national level, later use of the terms have often 
focused on the practices and discourses in the 
classroom [13].

Language as a resource captures both theo-
retical perspectives on the benefits of multilin-
gualism and pedagogical implications of these 
[13]. Rather than seeing two or more languages 
as a question of competition, valorising and sup-
porting students’ linguistic repertoires benefits 
students’ academic achievement and affirms their 
multilingual and multicultural identities [11, 14]. 
In practice this means allowing for the use of 
multiple languages in the classroom and encour-
aging students to use these as part of their learn-
ing processes. The deliberate use and facilitation 
of different languages in this way is known as 
pedagogical translanguaging [15].

Norlund Shaswar [16] found that a teacher 
expressed multiple competing language ideolo-
gies in both discourse and practice, allowing for 
and employing some level of translanguaging in 
her Swedish for adult immigrants classroom, but 
not sufficient to be considered pedagogical trans-
languaging. Rosén and Lundgren [12] similarly 
report contradictions and tensions opening for 
the use of multiple languages, including how 
translanguaging can create barriers between stu-
dents who speak the same language (i.e., lan-
guages with many speakers, such as Arabic) or 
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English, which the teacher and some students 
speak, effectively excluding some students. 
Translanguaging as a pedagogy for teaching and 
learning, as proposed by Creese and Blackledge 
[17], clearly holds great potential, but “[w]hether 
a specific translanguaging practice is transforma-
tive in a specific context depends, to a large 
extent, on who has initiated it and can decide and 
control its purpose” ([16], p. 16). Translanguaging, 
and language in general, is implicated in the 
power relations in both the classroom and the 
wider society. An implication of this is that the 
students and teachers’ perceptions, cultural and 
linguistic resources, desires—in short—their 
identities, are at the centre stage of language 
learning.

Identity has proved to be a powerful analytical 
lens for researching language and literacy teach-
ing across different contexts, including both stu-
dent (e.g., [18, 19]) and teacher identity (e.g., 
[20, 21]). While there are many perspectives on 
identity [22], it is generally described as multi-
ple, shifting, and constructed through discourse 
and practice [19, 23]. Norton [19] developed a 
theory of identity that puts relations of power at 
the heart of language teaching and learning—
based on Bourdieu’s (language and power) and 
Weedon’s (feminism) scholarship. Based on 
interviews with five immigrant women in Canada, 
Norton introduced the concept of investment, a 
sociological construct parallel to the psychologi-
cal construct of motivation, in order to take into 
account the impact of external forces and the 
power imbalances that adult immigrant language 
learners often face. The women in her study were 
motivated to learn, but “all the women felt 
uncomfortable talking to people in whom they 
had a particular symbolic or material invest-
ment” ([19], p.  157, emphasis in original). 
Previous research on adult language learners had 
emphasised individual traits, such as motivation 
and their willingness to speak English. Power dif-
ferentials between the students and the teacher 
are blurred or ignored, and lack of understanding 
for the value and nature of teaching methods in 
the host country becomes a deficit in the student, 
who might be labelled “unmotivated”.

2  Open Educational Resources 
and Digital Learning

Immigrants and refugees in Europe usually have 
access to educational resources such as text-
books, but commercially available materials sup-
plied by the school or institution are limited in 
many ways, such as curriculum specificity, and 
teachers routinely expand and enrich their teach-
ing with websites, apps, and other resources. 
Many of these OER are available online and pro-
vided free of charge using open licences. This 
means that translating, adapting, and re- 
publishing are permitted. Apart from the benefit 
of availability, OER tend to attract a wide range 
of support, as the effort that goes into creating 
and making them available is appreciated and 
generates more support. OER can be both full 
online courses, known as massively open online 
courses (MOOCs), but also supplementary mate-
rials to be used in addition to courses and text-
books [24]. OER encompass both content, which 
Advenus and ReGap did, and software, as is the 
case for LIDA Stories (in addition to content).

All three initiatives are both a product of the 
open philosophy inherent in the OER movement, 
and a contribution to it. OER—and more broadly, 
new information and communication technology 
(ICT) platforms—are considered a relevant 
means in tackling the refugee and migrant crisis 
through the promotion of social inclusion [25, 
26]. ICT allows migrants and refugees to learn 
the language of the host country, in getting health 
care, in finding a job, in accessing government 
services and in organising schooling for their 
children or training for themselves [27].

Research has shown that, in spite of the rele-
vance of OER for the promotion of social inclu-
sion, teachers, migrants, and refugees face 
difficulties in accessing and using these digital 
platforms and their content. This is mainly due to 
the scarcity of OER specifically targeting refu-
gees that can be used in classrooms or indepen-
dently, the lack of quality control processes for 
new OER, lack of evaluation mechanisms for 
existing OER, and the pervasive presence of 
English as the main language for these resources 
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[28]. This is the object of wide debate in non- 
English speaking countries [29].

In their assessment on the features that make 
ICT deployment successful for refugees and 
migrants, Bock et al. [30] stressed the importance 
of a two-way communication functionality of 
platforms, for example between tutors and refu-
gees and migrants, in contrast with platforms 
characterised by one-way communication, e.g. a 
traditional website for information dissemina-
tion. The research highlighted three key areas for 
an effective implementation of a platform tar-
geted to migrants and refugees: (1) sustainable 
funding (the platform is not only based on volun-
teering but can pay its operational costs); (2) the 
scale or penetration (reaching out to a high num-
ber of users); and (3) the involvement of end 
users at the very beginning and throughout the 
development of a platform in order to meet their 
actual needs and tailor the contents and function-
ality of the platform [30].

Similar findings were reported in two studies 
by UNESCO [28] and the EU Joint Research 
Centre [31] on the potential of digital learning 
for migrants and refugees’ education. Both 
reports highlighted some general recommenda-
tions that are relevant in the field of OER devel-
opment for migrants and refugees. These 
recommendations are firstly related to the need 
to overcome the exclusive online delivery and to 
provide blended learning approaches—that com-
bine online and offline learning. This implies the 
inclusion of learning experiences into wider 
blended learning designs that incorporate men-
toring and peer support and the provision of spe-
cific actions that strengthen migrants and 
refugees’ digital literacy skills (that encompass 
the ability to access OER in non-formal and 
informal learning and also to create secure and 
private communication spaces). Providing certi-
fications and degrees that recognize the learning, 
the adoption of multilingual approaches that 
increase access for those who do not speak a sec-
ond language and the inclusion of language 
learning into formal education initiatives, are 
considered some of the most relevant features 
that can foster migrants’ and refugees’ motiva-
tion and investment to learn and enhance their 
engagement into digital learning [28, 31].

3  Bilingual and Multilingual 
Stories

The digital revolution and the arrival of connec-
tivism (see “Introduction” to this book) has paved 
the way for new methods of distributing and dis-
playing books, which, among many benefits, has 
made it easier to make and share stories and other 
content that do not warrant large print runs. This 
includes books in immigrant languages, espe-
cially smaller ones, which are not even available 
in large libraries. The digital format also makes it 
much easier to make corrections and additions, it 
is possible to integrate text, illustrations, and 
audio, and it is easy to navigate between a num-
ber of stories and languages in a few clicks, 
including switching between reading the same 
story in two different languages. Bilingual stories 
can then be read either consecutively or concur-
rently. This allows for accessing the same infor-
mation through two different languages, and the 
reader can compare the story—either as a whole 
or at sentence/page level. Reading a story in a 
familiar language first allows for an overview and 
contextual understanding, while switching 
between languages at the sentence or page level 
affords contrasting of words and phrases [32].

There are a number of books and websites 
with stories for children, including multilingual 
ones. While stories and other literacy materials 
developed for children are sometimes used in 
adult education with some success, they are not 
always accepted or well suited for adults [33]. 
The illustrations and content in children’s stories 
typically reflect children’s life words; adults can 
feel infantilized if they are given children’s books 
to read. At the same time, the market for story-
books and other materials for adults with low lit-
eracy levels is small. The language style, sentence 
length, and grammatical complexity make such 
designated texts preferable to newspapers, nov-
els, and other print materials that are written for 
mother tongue speakers. While such children’s 
stories may be the best on offer, and are some-
times used in adult education classes, they do not 
adequately meet the needs of adult language 
learners with initial language and literacy skills. 
However, virtually all research on multilingual 
stories and their use in initial language and liter-
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acy instruction is done with children, which 
should be kept in mind when considering the 
insights from the research literature.

Bilingual stories, or dual-language books, are 
widely proposed as a contribution to literacy 
development in multilingual educational settings, 
particularly schools where many students have an 
immigrant or linguistic minority background, as 
well as bilingual communities (e.g., [34, 35]). 
Dual-language books have been found to insti-
gate a sense of community [36], develop personal 
and cultural identity [37], improve literacy in stu-
dents’ first [38] and second [39] language. The 
advantages of dual-language books are linked to 
the benefits of developing literacy in the first lan-
guage along with the language of schooling, 
which is extensively documented empirically and 
theoretically [11, 40, 41]. When students’ home 
languages are not valued or supported, but rather 
ignored or silenced, students are given a strong 
message about their languages, and by extension 
who they are.

Children’s stories available for free are 
increasingly common, with websites such as sto-
ryweaver.org.in, bloomlibrary.org, digitallibrary.
io, and letsreadasia.org, which provide stories in 
multiple languages. However, these websites do 
not readily facilitate dual-language reading, such 
as juxtaposing the text or allowing for simple tog-
gling between languages. These and other web-
sites also lack audio (except some stories in 
major Indian languages), and even though the 
stories are available for free, the websites are cus-
tom made, thus not possible to adapt for other 
purposes. These shortcomings of related projects 
spurred the need for a more dynamic approach—
making both a website framework and content 
that could be readily adapted—in keeping with 
the philosophy of OER, and not reducing open-
ness to merely a question of licences.

Openness as a foundational principle means think-
ing about and explicitly facilitating the future reuse 
and repurposing of data. In the context of an open 
literacy initiative, this is also embodied in an 
understanding and expectation that communities 
and organisations will want to build on, adapt, 
replace, and otherwise take ownership of the data 
and format of the stories to suit their local context, 
as well as in the creation from the ground up of 
affordances and tools that can make this as acces-
sible as possible. [42]

With this perspective in mind, Global 
Storybooks started to form and unintendedly 
sowed the seed of LIDA Stories (see below). In 
addition to these roots in openly licensed chil-
dren’s stories, courses developed for European 
immigrants and refugees have also contributed to 
LIDA Stories. Advenus and ReGap employed 
stories (among other devices) to teach key skills 
for managing one’s personal and professional 
life, and some of these stories have been adapted 
and repurposed for LIDA Stories, in keeping with 
the spirit of OER.  In the following we present 
these two projects as well as LIDA Stories, before 
we discuss how these different approaches to 
supporting inclusion meet different needs and 
complement each other.

4  Content and Language 
Integration in an Online 
Course: Advenus and ReGap

This section presents some examples of the OER 
created for the Advenus and ReGap projects. Both 
are based on the evidence reported by the litera-
ture in the field and key recommendations [28, 30, 
31]. They have involved migrants and refugees at 
different stages of the development of the 
resources to tailor OER contents and aims, they 
have adopted multilingual approaches and have 
included the learning of the host country language 
in formal and non-formal contexts as a central 
aspect of the OER, and they have guaranteed sus-
tainability of the platforms over time across the 
two projects [43, 44]. Moreover, ReGap has 
implemented a blended learning approach, com-
bining digital learning with face- to- face activities 
to be carried out in the classes. In what follows we 
will consider the characteristics and aims of the 
OER developed in both projects.

The Advenus project (Developing online 
resources for adult refugees, ref. 
2016-1-NO01-KA204-022090), funded under 
the Erasmus Plus Programme of the European 
Union, aimed to foster adult refugees’ basic skills 
in order to promote their integration into host 
European societies. The creation and the trialling 
of open access e-learning resources was the main 
output of the project.
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Advenus’ assumptions were based on a previ-
ous research experience, the EU funded LIBE 
project (Supporting Lifelong Learning with 
Inquiry-Based Education1), aimed at offering 
young adults (16–24 years old) with low levels of 
education a set of personalised e-learning units 
on key and transversal competences, namely lit-
eracy, numeracy and problem solving. These 
e-learning units were provided on a Virtual 
Learning Environment in Moodle in the four lan-
guages of the consortium partners (English, 
Italian, Norwegian, and Portuguese). LIBE 
courses, and therefore also the courses developed 
in Advenus, devised a specific set of activities 
focused on the development of students’ compe-
tences through vocabulary and reading skills 
enhancement [45, 46].

The six Advenus courses on Moodle tackled 
different issues: literacy and employment issues, 
the development of e-skills, numeracy, problem 
solving in technological rich environments in 
relation to consumer awareness and sustainable 
development [43]. Each e-learning course was 
made up of (1) an introduction, aimed at motivat-
ing the learner and presenting the topic; (2) the 
presentation of prompts (e.g., a completed CV, a 
cover letter example); (3) an analysis section, 
with a specific focus on the language and on 
text’s structure, key words and expressions 
adopted; (4) several activities for applying what 
the learner had just analysed (multiple choices 
questions, drag and drop, cloze tests etc.); and (5) 
dedicated feedback, one for each activity, aimed 
at explaining the most common wrong answers.

Two focus groups were carried out at the 
beginning of the project with the refugees in 
order to explore their interests and learning needs 
and to involve them in the development of the 
resources [47]. In the redesigning of the courses, 
great attention was paid to language and content 
adaptation. In particular, the language of the texts 
and the activities was simplified, highlighting key 
words that were deemed useful for the target 

1  https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Gabriella-Agrusti/
publication/294581470_LIBE_e- booklet_for_teachers_
and_educators/links/56c230cb08aee5caccf9bbb6/LIBE- 
e- booklet-for-teachers-and-educators.pdf

group in relation to every topic of each course, 
and the length of the texts was reduced in order to 
lighten the reading load. Vocabulary learning was 
at the heart of every course, with explanatory sec-
tions focused on the meaning of key words and 
drag and drop activities, with visual dictionaries 
to improve lexical competence. The prompts 
were developed using real-life material concern-
ing experiences that refugees may have encoun-
tered, e.g., an example of a CV of a worker with 
an immigrant background; and real job advertise-
ments that referred to the jobs that refugees and 
educators had identified as the most common in 
Italy.

The research experience gained through 
Advenus was the starting point for another proj-
ect, also funded under the Erasmus Plus 
Programme, that followed the same rationale and 
the structure, i.e., to develop high-quality and 
open access e-learning resources. The 2-year 
ReGap project (Reducing the Education Gap, ref. 
2017-1-NO01-KA204-034182) broadened the 
target group of Advenus (now including adult 
migrants and refugees) and was focused on the 
improvement of their employment opportunities 
and the fostering of social belonging. In addition, 
the knowledge of the host country language was 
at the heart of the e-learning resources in ReGap.

In line with its main objectives, the six online 
courses created on Moodle for ReGap were 
related to those issues that were deemed crucial 
for migrants’ and refugees’ social inclusion and 
employability, i.e., employment, health, educa-
tion, gender, social security and welfare, justice 
and citizenship. Each course included, in addition 
to the language learning activities, a dedicated 
section on information on the four partner coun-
tries, with the aim of supporting migrants and 
refugees in dealing with relevant cultural aspects 
or problems they may face in the host country. A 
feature that differentiates ReGap from Advenus 
was the inclusion of complementary face- to 
face activities, to be carried out with students by 
teachers, educators, or cultural facilitators.

Each course followed a common rationale and 
structure: (1) the need to motivate refugees’ and 
migrants’ learning through an introductory video; 
(2) the focus on the learning of the host country 
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language with an attention to lexical competence 
and reading comprehension; (3) dedicated activi-
ties on key words and on the understanding of 
each topic; and (4) country-specific information 
for every topic tackled in the courses. The ReGap 
course on employment, for instance, aimed at 
(1) presenting different kinds of job contracts, 
reinforcing students’ lexicon related to different 
kinds of jobs, to a CV and to a job advertisement; 
and (2) job describing how to use public trans-
portation or a car to go to work, highlighting the 
lexicon and communicative expression to ask for 
information on the street. The country-specific 
information of the course dealt with workers’ 
rights at the workplace, the system of job centres/
agencies, and the basic traffic laws in each part-
ner country (Fig. 2).

The ReGap course was made up of six sec-
tions. The first section was an introduction to the 
course and included a video-interview with 
migrants and refugees talking about their experi-
ences related to employment in the hosting coun-
try (e.g., how they found a job, what are the key 
elements for finding a job in the country they live 
in). The other sections presented the main con-
tent of the course (e.g. CV, job ads, employment 
contracts, losing a job) and encompassed differ-
ent activities related to reading comprehension, a 
visual dictionary on professions, exercises on 
lexicon, and key words. The final section recalled 
the most relevant information dealt with in the 

course through multiple choice questions and 
cloze exercises. The characteristics of different 
kinds of employment contracts (such as perma-
nent/fixed-term contract, self-employment) were 
embedded in short stories about migrants and 
refugees (see Fig. 3), followed by a comprehen-
sion quiz. The stories allowed users to familiarise 
themselves with the content of the section, intro-
ducing key words and linguistic expressions into 
real-life contexts.

In addition to this, the course encompassed a 
face-to-face (F2F) activity to be carried out in 
class by a teacher, educator, or cultural facilitator. 
The F2F activity for the Italian version of the 
course used a video of an immigrant at the 
employment centre as a prompt to learn key words 
for finding a job and communicating in job search-
ing contexts (describe your own skills, understand 
the requested documents, etc.). Students were 
engaged in small-group activities on vocabulary 
and then performed a role-play in pairs, simulat-
ing an interview at the employment centre. All 
F2F activities included guidelines on their deliv-
ery. In contrast to, or rather in addition to the com-
prehensive Advenus and ReGap projects, with 
extensive online course and F2F activities, LIDA 
Stories is another initiative for inclusion. It is 
based on the same philosophy and shares the 
same broad aims, but has a different approach to 
supporting immigrants and refugees.

Fig. 2 The ReGap course on employment. (The figures 
are presented in the English language version to ensure 
consistence with the language of the chapter. Erasmus+ 

project with identifier Project no: 2017-1-NO01-KA204- 
034182 https://www.regap- edu.net/regap- courses/)
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Fig. 3 An example of a story in ReGap that presents the topic of the section (https://www.regap- edu.net/
regap- courses/)

5  Multilingual Stories 
for Supplementary 
Language Learning: LIDA 
Stories

LIDA Stories provides 30 illustrated stories as 
text and audio in major immigrant and refugee 
languages, allowing for reading and listening to 
the same stories in the first language as well as 
the language of the host country. LIDA Stories is 
based on Global Storybooks (globalstorybooks.
net), a sister project designed for children who 
are developing language and literacy skills in 
both their first and second language, such as 
Arabic and Italian (if they speak Arabic at home 
and go to school in Italy). Adapting the existing 
website framework to fit a new purpose, target 
group, and content (stories, images, and lan-
guages), allows for leveraging the versatility of 
digital technology in multiple ways, including 
successful designs and design principles, and 
flexible sharing and repurposing of digital con-
tent across related, but independent websites 
[47]. To clarify what this means in practice, in the 

following we will explicate how the original 
Global Storybooks portal and its country-wise/
regional websites work and how the repurposing 
and adaptation into LIDA Stories has taken place, 
including the transformation from targeting chil-
dren to adults, resulting in a unique multilingual, 
multimodal language and literacy resource for 
adult immigrants and refugees that is—to the 
best of our knowledge—the only one of its kind.

Global Storybooks grew from another project 
to provide openly licensed stories in multiple lan-
guages, the African Storybook  (africanstorybook.
org), which offers a collection of more than 1000 
stories in more than 100 languages spoken in 
Africa. With the dire lack of storybooks and text-
books in any language, and in African languages 
in particular, the African Storybook sought to 
address one of the major shortcomings of the 
African education system, and one that is often 
cited as one of the key reasons to the low literacy 
levels on the continent [48, 49]. By making sto-
ries available for free online, teachers, parents, 
NGOs and anyone else with Internet access could 
get hold of stories, including in languages with 
few or no commercially available books. The 
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potential for digital content development, transla-
tion, editing and distribution, opens up for access 
in unprecedented ways.

An unintended consequence of the openly 
licenced stories from the African Storybook was 
that a large number of high quality, illustrated 
children’s stories were available for translation 
and repurposing. This happened when a selection 
of 40 stories were translated into several immi-
grant and refugee languages of Canada, and the 
website Storybooks Canada (storybookscanada.
ca) was created in order to host these stories and 
their translations, and in the process challenged 
the dominant North–South directionality of 
knowledge flows [47]. The selected stories were 
also audio recorded in all languages, as audio 
support is useful for making connections between 
sound and printed text [50, 51], but also to sup-
port children who can speak their mother tongue, 
but not necessarily read it (in particular when 
non-Roman scripts are used, such as Persian or 
Chinese).

5.1  Design Principles

The LIDA Stories website has been designed to 
be as useful and accessible for people with little 
or even no literacy skills. This inclusive design 
includes content, layout, and navigation. The 
website is simple to use—a great deal of thought 
has gone into making it accessible and purpose-
ful with the goal of making it a prime resource for 
immigrants and refugees, and anyone else who 
finds it useful. The key design features and prin-
ciples include (1) relevance (2) accessibility, (3) 
device and format independence, (4) multilin-
gualism and multimodality, (5) audio recordings, 
and (6) truly open, as explicated below.

5.1.1  Design Principle 1: Relevance
The majority of stories are short and simple, 
since the largest need for support materials is at 
the lowest level. However, the five levels cater for 
a range of students at different proficiency levels. 
LIDA stories’ aim is to aid students’ develop-
ment of foundational skills to they can read texts 
without requiring the support of parallel texts or 

audio. LIDA stories are available in each of the 
four languages of LIDA (including Portuguese, 
Italian and Norwegian, not just English), known 
as localisation [52]. Although the content has not 
been adapted to each country, the 30 stories have 
been written with the target group in mind to 
meet the need for texts that are both relevant and 
appealing by dealing with everyday interactions, 
practical issues such as ordering food at a café, 
but also topics like migration, workers’ rights, 
domestic violence and giving birth.

This approach entails language and content 
integration, even though the main focus is on lan-
guage and literacy learning. Five of the stories 
are adapted from ADVENUS/REGAP stories, 
while two are written by refugees, recounting 
their own experiences of migration and chal-
lenges and opportunities encountered in their 
own new country. The inclusion of immigrant 
and refugees’ own stories and recycling stories 
that have been successfully used previously, 
meets Bock et al.’s [30] criteria of involvement of 
end users and meeting their needs. The popular-
ity of the children’s stories found in Global 
Storybooks for use in in adult education—in 
want of an equivalent site—attests to the func-
tionality and value of the platform design.

5.1.2  Design Principle 2: Accessibility
For people with limited experience of computers, 
and in particular users with little or no formal 
schooling, simple-to-use websites are crucial in 
making content accessible. Reading instructions 
in a second language also represents a challenge, 
so reducing excess instructions, menus, buttons, 
and extraneous text and features in general con-
tribute to making a website accessible. The LIDA 
Stories website has been designed with this in 
mind. Instead of complex menus, language- 
dependent guidelines, cookies, and hidden fea-
tures, all the stories are visible on the front page 
and accessible by clicking on the image or title of 
the story. The small menu on top of the page only 
provides additional information, not the main 
content (see Fig. 4). Each story can be easily nav-
igated like any other website by scrolling (using 
the mouse), keyboard (page up/down, spacebar to 
go down), as well as buttons with icons for chang-
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Fig. 4 The United Kingdom website at lidastories.net

Fig. 5 Bilingual 
booklet (PDF) in 
Amharic and English 
(https://lidastories.net/)

ing the page (see below). Similarly, the buttons 
for playing audio, toggling between languages, 
and even the equivalent of the colophon  (metadata 
about author, translator, reader, licence) contains 
icons rather than text. While the website has been 
designed for ease of use, there is also a full 
description (“How to use this website”) in the 
menu with descriptions of features, such as how 
to download different types of PDFs.

5.1.3  Design Principle 3: Device 
and Format Experience

The website works equally well on a large com-
puter screen, a tablet, and a small smartphone. 
The text, images and icons neatly fold together 
such that the size of the screen does not affect the 
readability or other functions. Since it is a web 

application, it is not tied to any operating system 
(e.g., iPhone or Android). The stories are also 
available for download, either as a regular A4 
paper size or booklets (see Fig. 5), so the stories 
can be used as conventional storybooks. The 
printouts can be monolingual or bilingual, or 
even wordless, inviting users to write their own 
stories, in keeping with the multilingual and mul-
timodal spirit that underpins the project.

5.1.4  Design Principle 4: 
Multilingualism and 
Multimodality

The inherently multilingual nature of the website 
means that the stories are easily accessible across 
languages. The few other websites that offer the 
same story in multiple languages, generally keep 
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Fig. 6 The buttons that toggles between the main language and another language (https://lidastories.net/)

them separated, making it hard to compare text or 
swiftly navigate between them. Rather than con-
ceiving of languages other than the main lan-
guage (e.g., Italian or English) as a bonus, in 
LIDA Stories, the multiple translations are inte-
gral to the website, and toggling between a lan-
guage of choice is the main language is a core 
feature available with the toggle button (see 
Fig. 6). More importantly, by offering the same 
set of stories in all languages, a group of students 
can read the same story both in their own lan-
guage, and in the shared language of the class-
room, even if the teacher only speaks the language 
of instruction. The confluence of images, text, 
and audio support each other to create a multi-
modal experience for both enjoyment and 
learning.

Printed dual-language books typically provide 
images and texts in two languages on the same 
page or spread. In this mode, the same text can be 
read twice, once for each language. This mode is 
available through the website by opening a bilin-
gual PDF (see Fig.  5), but on the website the 
toggle button allows the user to switch between 
languages without taking up more screen space. 
Rather than asking which mode is better—juxta-
posed text or a clickable button—the point is the 
two modes have different affordances, and both 
are readily accessible.

5.1.5  Design Principle 5: Audio 
and Recordings

The audio recordings are a prime feature of LIDA 
Stories, not only to support the development of 
listening skills in the target language, as is often 
the case for audio recordings in language class-
rooms, but also to provide oral parallel texts, in 
addition to the written ones. For people with little 
or no print literacy skills in their first language, 

conventional print dual-language books are of 
little or no use. Similarly, dictionaries are often 
unfamiliar and challenging, and the opportunity 
to compare and contrast across languages is 
severely limited. The audio versions of the sto-
ries, however, make the translations available 
independent of literacy skills, and facilitates the 
use of the first language as a resource in the learn-
ing of the new language. The audio recordings 
are segmented by page, so it is possible to read a 
page (one or a few sentences) and listen to the 
corresponding audio, without the recording run-
ning until the end of the story like an audiobook 
(although that is also an option).

Whereas dictionaries focus on word-level 
equivalence in meaning, the parallel texts in 
LIDA Stories provide contextual cues to holistic 
understanding of meaning at the page and story 
level, which is likely to be perceived as more 
meaningful. Grammatical suffixes and words 
such as particles and conjunctions are more likely 
to make sense in the context of a sentence or a 
paragraph than in isolation. People who lack 
schooling are often experts at inferring meaning 
from spoken and contextual information, and are 
likely to benefit from such a holistic approach to 
supplement explanations given by the teacher. 
Audio recordings in all languages also means 
that people can develop literacy in their first lan-
guage with support from audio to make connec-
tions between letters and sounds.

5.1.6  Design Principle 6: Truly Open
LIDA Stories is born out of the OER movement 
and the principle of sharing, and it takes part in 
the same by adhering to the same philosophy. 
The web architecture builds on previous projects, 
while new stories, illustrations, translations, and 
audio recordings have been created, and are made 
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available and easily accessible free of charge and 
with open licences. Part of the wonder of the 
OER movement—apart from making available 
great educational resources—is that other people 
can reuse and repurpose resources in novel ways. 
No one could have predicted that children’s sto-
ries in African languages would find their way to 
Canada, translated into Asian, European, and 
Latin American immigrant languages, and in the 
process spawn a website framework that is ide-
ally suited for adult refugees and immigrants in 
Europe who are in dire need of educational mate-
rials the bridge the gap between their own lan-
guages and the language of the host country. This 
is the power of open (thepowerofopen.org).

6  Discussion

Immigrants and refugees come to the host country 
with skills, experiences and languages that are too 
often not valued in the host country, notably by 
the fact that their first language is either ignored 
or silenced through explicit or implicit “English 
only” and equivalent school and classroom level 
policies [12]. Even many teachers who are in 
favour of including students’ first language, strug-
gle with competing norms and ideologies, and fall 
short of a truly inclusive and innovative practice 
through pedagogical translanguaging [16]. 
Although LIDA Stories and its predecessors 
Advenus and ReGap cannot be expected to change 
this, they represent a contribution towards sup-
porting students and teachers to learn in general 
and draw on their linguistic capabilities in the pro-
cess. Advenus/ReGap and LIDA Stories approach 
learning in different, complementary ways, but 
also have several commonalities.

Social inclusion mediated through the act of 
learning inclusion is the main framework that has 
informed the development of the three projects. 
There are several barriers to social inclusion that 
migrants and refugees may encounter in the host-
ing country [53], including discrimination; lim-
ited access to healthcare, particularly needed 
since they have often been exposed to violence or 
trauma; limited access to the education system; 
and unemployment.

Regarding the latter, especially refugees rep-
resent one of the most vulnerable groups when it 
comes to labour market integration. On average, 
it takes up to 20  years for a refugee to have a 
similar employment rate as the native-born, and 
the employment rate of refugee women is lower 
than that of other non-EU born women [54]. 
Among all these challenges, being unable to 
speak the local language of the host community 
can be considered the main barrier to social inclu-
sion, since learning the local language is crucial 
for full participation in all aspects of society. 
Advenus/ReGap and LIDA stories are an attempt 
to overcome this barrier, making language learn-
ing open, freely accessible, and relevant for 
migrants and refugees.

Advenus and Regap were full online courses 
with an account to log in and keep track of prog-
ress, a syllabus, questions to each section, and 
other elements found in a course, primarily with 
courses on foundational skills and information for 
immigrants and refugees, with language learning 
and support built-in [43]. LIDA Stories, on the 
other hand, is primarily about language (and liter-
acy) learning, with topics on managing personal 
and professional needs immigrants and refugees 
might meet integrated into the stories. In this way 
the two approaches are not competing, but serve 
different purposes and meet different needs. 
ReGap responded to the need for face-to- face 
communication that was identified in Advenus, 
while LIDA Stories has been designed as a collec-
tion of supplementary language and literacy mate-
rials to be used partly as part of face- to- face 
classes, and partly for students to use on their own.

Three central commonalities between 
Advenus/ReGap and LIDA Stories are their digi-
tal platforms, openness, and the use of multi-
modal stories. By virtue of being digital, the three 
projects can reach an unlimited number of peo-
ple, allow for updating, interaction, and audio, 
which are difficult if not impossible to do on 
scale without digital technology. As digital 
devices are becoming ubiquitous, and students 
increasingly have access to them, and need to 
master them for their personal and professional 
lives, using digital technology in adult education 
classes has a double benefit.
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Making the content open and without fees 
ensures that the opportunity to register is offered 
to all. It is worth noting that even symbolic fees 
can keep many users away and add a burden to 
schools that are often underfunded. OER are also 
possible to adapt and reuse, just as ReGap has 
built upon Advenus, and the LIDA Stories has 
been developed based on the foundation offered 
by Global Storybooks. In the case of LIDA 
Stories, the website itself, text, images, and audio 
are all available for reuse, and might be taken up 
for different purposes in the future.

Storytelling is a fundamental, universal human 
activity, and reading and engaging with stories in 
the classroom is likely to resonate with all stu-
dents. Stories are at the heart of both Advenus/
ReGap and LIDA Stories, but in slightly different 
ways. In the former, the stories frame a topic, pro-
vide key information and vocabulary, and serve as 
a base for questions, in addition to language learn-
ing in general. The four ReGap country trials and 
a workshop found that the participants identified 
with the stories [44]. In the latter, stories are what 
constitute the website, and any preparation or 
follow-up activities are up to the teacher and stu-
dents. The LIDA Stories are available in multiple 
languages and the website is designed to facilitate 
parallel reading, effectively making the stories 
bilingual. The use of bilingual stories has a long 
tradition and a growing body of research on chil-
dren (e.g., [35, 38]), but in adult education it 
seems that both practice and research have not 
explored the potential of bilingual stories.

The stories in all three projects, whether bilin-
gual or not, will hopefully inspire students to 
make and share their own stories, opening the 
space for digital storytelling (see chapters “We 
Belong and Connect When We Have a Voice: 
Towards a Learning Design for Inclusive 
Learning” and “The Critique of Learning 
Inclusion in a Digital World: A Conversation” in 
this volume). Lastly, stories tend to resonate with 
people’s lives, especially stories about people in a 
similar situation as the reader. When students 
experience that their background, interests and 
language are recognized as a resource (through 
stories and otherwise), their identities are 
affirmed and they are likely to be invested in the 

classroom practices [19]. This is LIDA Stories’ 
ambition—to provide a website that has been 
designed to be as accessible as possible and pro-
vide openly licensed supplementary materials 
that support both language and literacy develop-
ment for immigrants and refugees.

7  Conclusion and Looking 
to the Future

Advenus and ReGap was trialled in four European 
countries, whereas the LIDA Stories, with its 
four country-specific websites, is fully opera-
tional. Unlike Advenus and ReGap, LIDA Stories 
does not depend on course management or other 
maintenance, so it the website will be available 
for the foreseeable future. Since the website is 
being completed at the time of writing, it is too 
early to report on user experiences or impact in 
concrete terms. However, experiences with sto-
ries from Global Storybooks with adults suggest 
that the new website will be welcomed. The 
LIDA project team has a vast and expanding net-
work that will support the dissemination of the 
website across multiple countries. There is great 
potential for ongoing research both within and 
across countries.

The experience gained in developing courses 
for social inclusion through OER and the foster-
ing of knowledge of the host country’s language, 
is the legacy of Advenus and Regap for 
LIDA. LIDA is built upon and is benefiting from 
a three-year period of work, carried out in differ-
ent European contexts, characterized by diverse 
needs concerning migrants and refugees inclu-
sion. Since 2016, when Advenus was initiated, 
the nature of migration to Europe has changed 
considerably. At that time Europe was facing a 
migrant crisis, with a significant increase of 
movement of refugees and migrants into Europe 
that questioned EU’s capacity to integrate them 
into its economy and society [55].

From 2016 onwards, migration flows have 
waxed and waned with recurring increases in 
migration due to different global and regional cri-
ses (e.g. the conflicts in the Middle East and the 
war in Ukraine). Despite this, the challenges 
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related to social inclusion remain the same: 
access to healthcare, education, and employment; 
and understanding of and participation in the host 
societies. For this reason, the key features of the 
Advenus and ReGap projects continue to be rel-
evant, and with LIDA Stories they represent con-
tinuation of transnational efforts to improve our 
societies.

Advenus, ReGap and LIDA Stories are 
attempts to meet the need for improved education 
and educational materials for some of the most 
vulnerable people in Europe, while adhering to 
principles of inclusion and language as a resource 
in the process, in terms of contributions, content, 
languages, and design—the latter spanning a 
range of overlapping areas, as we have high-
lighted in this chapter. Our chapter is closely 
aligned to Sustainable Development Goal 4—
seeking educational inclusion for all. Digital 
design is often seen as a question of aesthetics, or 
website navigability and accessibility. In the con-
text of educational resources for immigrants and 
refugees, however, other concerns such as inclu-
sion occupy centre stage and are thus equally 
important.

Using stories in education is as old as educa-
tion itself, but the multilingual, multimodal sto-
ries of LIDA Stories are we would argue, a unique 
contribution pointing the way forwards for edu-
cators and developers seeking to harness the 
power of digital tools for inclusion and learning 
how to include—i.e. learning inclusion.
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